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Preface 


Meyer Fortes’ Introduction deals most effectively with the relevance of 
Soviet social anthropology for its western counterparts. But the interest 
of the scholarly and intellectual activities which take place in the Soviet 
Union under the title of etnografia, and which can be treated as the ap- 
proximate equivalent of social or cultural anthropology in the West, is 
not exhausted by its relevance for anthropologists, important though 
this is. 

Soviet etnografia is also profoundly significant in other ways. It reflects 
or expresses the manner in which the intellectuals of the Soviet Union 
think about some of the deepest problems within their own society, and 
about its place in the scheme of things and in world history. The hand- 
ling of such issues can only be described as fundamental social thought. 
Such thought is neither absent nor monolithic within the Soviet Union. 
The ideas expressed by members of the Soviet delegation to the small 
conference at Burg Wartenstein in 1976 constitute a sample of it. Pre- 
cisely how representative the sample was, is a question which will no 
doubt be answered variously by different experts in the cultural life of 
the USSR, in the light of their assessment of Soviet intellectual trends, 
But there is no doubt in my mind whatever but that it is an important 
sample. So is the set of contributions by the western participants: but I 
do not comment on these. Articulated as they are in an idiom to which 
the reader is well habituated, they are more than able to convey their 
meaning without risk of misunderstanding. 

It is my impression that the best fundamental social thought in the 
USSR is to be found in social anthropology and in history; and that 
there is rather more of it in these areas than in some other disciplines. If 
this impression is justified, there may be various explanations for it. It 
may be that philosophy is too abstract, and sociology too concrete and 
empirical, to provide an idiom for the discussion of the issues in social 
thought which really matter: such a supposition would not always be out of 
place in the West, and it may apply in the Soviet Union. Something 
similar may be true of the other human sciences, such as psycho- 
logy or linguistics. But problems in the history of social structure may 
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be specific enough to be discussed with less constraint than other issues, 
and yet general enough in their implications to be of very great interest. 
On the positive side it may be that the intimate links which exist be- 
tween anthropology and history have been of great help in endowing 
Soviet anthropology with a certain sense of reality. As a number of 
contributors (e.g. Averkieva, Kozlov and Basilov) insist, in diverse ways, 
Soviet anthropology is ‘historicist’. They might have added that a sense 
of historic depth and continuity is not merely a corollary of Marxism, 
but also a deeply-entrenched Russian intellectual tradition. In the 
West, or at any rate in Britain, anthropology took pride in its autonomy 
from history, and there even emerged the notion of the ‘ethnographic 
present’, the methodological fiction of a social structure or culture 
existing without a date. It is ironic that at the very moment at which 
anthropology in the West is finding its way back to history, not without 
difficulty, Soviet anthropology is in part practicing a mild detachment 
from it. The strategy of research into contemporary culture and eth- 
nicity (as described for instance by Bromley, Drobizheva and Kon) 
involves, as a matter of inter-disciplinary division of labour though not 
as a matter of social theory, a concentration on contemporary and cul- 
tural phenomena, and a corresponding turning away from both the 
archaic and the structural. 

Nevertheless, the intimate nexus between Soviet anthropology and 
history is striking and important. The kind of absolutely fundamental 
issue about the typology of human societies and historical period- 
icisation (discussed for instance by Semenov and Pershits and less 
directly by Kozlov and Arutyonov), can be found, in the very same 
idiom and as part of one continuous debate, amongst both historians 
and anthropologists. 

This is the appropriate point at which to warn the reader about ter- 
minological and conceptual non-equivalences, which on occasion make 
translation difficult and which involve the risk of misunderstandings. It 
has already been stressed that etnografia means the science as a whole, 
including its theoretical parts, and is not, like western ethnography, the 
purely descriptive account of given ethnic groups. Given that Soviet 
theory is generally historicist in type, this of course explains the close 
links with history; and at this point, conceptual adjustment ceases to be 
a mere matter of substituting one word for another, and comes to re- 
quire genuine intellectual imagination. It may be necessary to enter 
into a state of mind in which the tacit background assumption, the null 
hypothesis as it were, is not stability, but change, and moreover change 
of a certain general kind. 

Or again, it is a relatively easy matter to remember that ‘anthro- 
pology’, without qualification, means physical anthropology in Soviet 
parlance. A difficulty arises for the reader from the fact that either the 
author or the translator, aware of the normal terminological expec- 
tations of the western reader, adjusts his phrasing to these expectations, 
and as it were compensates for the semantic drift between the two 
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linguistic shores. The difficulty about this is that whilst it is quite im- 
possible not to make such adjustments sometimes (when it is easy and 
is simply a matter of substituting one expression for another), it is also 
quite impossible to do so consistently and in all cases. The reason is that 
in the complex cases, where what is at issue is not just the use of one 
phrase rather than another, but of a whole complex of meanings and 
theoretical assumptions which are contained or implied in the phrase, 
any rephrasing would mean a profound re-writing and re-thinking of 
the position of the author who is being translated. The translation 
would then slide too far and impertinently into exegesis. 

Thus, for instance, I have allowed myself to change ‘anthropology’ 
into ‘physical anthropology’: for the Russian-speaker, this would seem 
in these contexts to constitute merely an innocuous pleonasm, whilst it 
may save the western reader from misconstruing the sense. On the 
other hand, the habit of referring to the entire subject as ‘ethnography’, 
though quite easy to translate as ‘anthropology’ if one wishes, is some- 
how so much part of the whole atmosphere of Russian discussions — it is 
enshrined in the name of the Soviet journal devoted to the subject — that 
it seems better to leave it as it stands, just as one would, in the context of 
Russian affairs, refer to muzhiks and refrain from translating the term 
as ‘peasants’. A translator from the Russian must on occasion be al- 
lowed to sport a fur cap for local colour. (It should perhaps be stated 
that the Russian papers were originally translated by official Moscow 
translators, who are not always familiar with etnografia, let alone with 
anthropology, nor unduly respectful of English word order or idiom. The 
Editor has taken the liberty of tinkering with these translations, with- 
out completely re-writing them, whilst doing his utmost to remain 
faithful to the meanings and intentions of the originals. The one excep- 
tion is Semenov’s paper, for the translation of which the Editor assumes 
complete responsibility. ) 

Amongst interesting differences of idiom are the following: when a 
Soviet author prefixes the term ‘ethno’ to another word, as in ‘ethno- 
genesis’, this generally means, I believe, that ethnos is an object of 
inquiry. ‘Ethnogenesis’ refers to genesis of an ethnic group. There is a 
fairly recent western usage in which the prefix ‘ethno’ implies not that 
an ethnos is being investigated, but that something else is being seen 
through the eyes, or rather through the concepts, of that ethnos. In such 
usage, ‘ethno-botany’ means the effort to see botany through the ideas 
and classifications of some given ethnic group and its language. It does 
not mean a direct study of the ethnos through botany, but seeing botany 
‘ethnically’. It is only a study of the ethnos indirectly, by an attempt to 
assume ifs subjectivity instead of one’s own customary viewpoint, and 
thus understanding it ‘from the inside’. As far as I can see, this usage 
has not yet spread to the Soviet Union, and the quite different ideas 
underlying the two uses of the same term may easily lead to misunder- 
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A philosophically most interesting difference in usage, and one 
which can unwittingly lead to very serious misunderstanding, concerns 
the ‘breadth’ and ‘narrowness’ of meaning. It is my belief, which I have 
not attempted to check systematically, that when a western scholar 
refers to breadth and narrowness of meaning, he is referring to denota- 
tion, not connotation. He might say, for instance, ‘the ethnos in the 
broader sense includes any ethnic group with a distinctive language or 
culture’, and go to say, ‘an ethnos in the narrower sense only includes 
those groups which also possess their own socio-political institutions’. 
In other words, the ‘narrowness’ of the latter meanings refers to the fact 
that there are fewer examples of cultural groups with socio-political in- 
stitutions, than there are of cultural groups sans phrase. The former is a 
sub-class of the latter. 

Some Russian scholars at any rate use this distinction in the opposite 
way, which of course is just as legitimate. ‘Cultural groups endowed 
with socio-political institutions’ is referred to as the broader concept; of 
course it is richer in the sense that it contains a greater number of travts 
(though the number of examples falling under it is correspondingly 
smaller). As, generally speaking, connotation and denotation vary 
inversely — the richer a concept, the fewer the concrete instances of it, 
and vice versa — the misunderstandings which can arise here may lead 
to the total inversion of the intended sense. 

At the same time, the philosophical doctrine I have invoked to 
explain how the different meanings are related — the doctrine about the 
inverse relationship of connotation and denotation — is philosophically 
contentious. (Cf. R. M. Eaton, General Logic, New York, 1931, 1959, pp. 
265f. F. H. Bradley, The Principles of Logic, Oxford, 2nd ed., 1922, p. 
170.) Hegelian logicians deny it, and perhaps Marxist ones do so too. 
It is possible that such a denial is implicit in what seems to me 
Semenov’s logical ‘realism’ in his contribution to this volume. ‘Modes 
of Production’, which for him are, on the one hand, real entities, 
causally operative in history, and yet also are only exemplified in indi- 
vidual named societies and can never exist on their own, have precisely 
those characteristics which led the Anglo-Hegelians to speak of the 
‘concrete universal’ and, in its name, to deny the inverse relation of 
connotation and denotation. Some modern logicians, e.g. Quine, who 
are not, at least on the surface, conspicuously Hegelian, also deny the 
usefulness of a notion of ‘sense’ or meaning, as distinct from denotation, 
from the actual set of objects covered, and repudiate it as a hangover 
from Aristotelian essentialism. (Perhaps they are open to the suspicion 
that they use the notion without avowing it.) But Semenov’s position, if 
I understand it correctly, is overtly and proudly essentialist or Realist 
in the mediaeval sense: socio-economic formations are not abstractions 
for him, but names of real entities, which are causally responsible for 
the more diversified concrete and individual societies located in histori- 
cal time. 

Given the complexity and contentiousness of the issues involved, it 
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xvi Soviet and Western Anthropology 


and others, this idea is in fact being vigorously pursued. Nationality is 
crucial in East and West. Soviet ethnography now becomes one of our 
main sources of information about its manifestation — and the manner 
in which it is being handled —in the Soviet Union. 

4. As Bromley, Drobizheva and others stress, ethnicity increasingly 
manifests itself through culture (what Russians call ‘spiritual culture’), 
i.e. roughly leisure activities and intellectual idiom and identification, 
rather than in the organisational infrastructure of society. In this way, 
by pre-empting the ethnos, Soviet anthropologists have also laid their 
hand on and staked their claim to the study and interpretation of Soviet 
culture, and we shall need to study them for information and ideas about 
this topic. 


The infrastructure of this volume, which springs from a Conference at 
Burg Wartenstein in 1976, was generously assured by the Wenner- 
Gren Foundation for Anthropological Research. Burg Wartenstein 
fuses the décor of the feudal mode of production with the conveniences 
of late monopoly capitalism, a combination which has a very great deal 
to commend it. Hence profound gratitude is due to the Foundation, its 
Director of Studies, Dr Lisa Osmundsen, and her entire staff. Sir 
Raymond Firth must also be cited for the generosity with which he 
supported and encouraged the project from its inception. 

Amongst the Russophone western participants who helped with ad- 
ministrative problems and various meetings before and after the 
Conference itself, Tamara Dragadze and Caroline Humphrey deserve 
special thanks. Tamara Dragadze also devoted a great deal of time to 
interpreting the Russian parts of the tape-recording of the Conference 
for Meyer Fortes, and thus must have made a most valuable 
contribution to his Introduction. Caroline Humphrey interpreted ad- 
mirably during a follow-up lecture by Yulian Bromley at the Royal 
Anthropological Institute. 

During the actual meetings at Wartenstein, in addition to the charm- 
ing official interpreter, prodigies of simultaneous translations in 
Russian, French and English were performed by the brilliant and poly- 
mathic Sergei Arutyonov, who combined sensitivity to nuance in three 
languages with a mastery of the underlying subject of discussion. But 
the height of his performance as interpreter was reached when he con- 
tinued, calm, impassive and poker-faced, to interpret whilst two other 
participants — the present editor one of them — indulged in a stand-up 
procedural row and shouting match. 


O, who can holda fire in his hand, 
By thinking on the frosty Caucasus? 
(Richard IT) 


But for his Caucasian background, one would be strongly inclined to 
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speak of le Russe avec son sangfroid habituel. 

This row — the Russians referred to it as the skandalchtk — was my 
fault. I am told that it has been erased from the tape-recordings of the 
Conference by a person or persons unknown, which if so may confirm 
the Soviets in any preconceptions they may have about Nixon-like 
habits in the West. But I do not mention this episode — which I cannot 
remember without embarrassment, nor can forget — from any Dos- 
toievskian yearning for public self-abasement, a sentiment which is not 
highly developed in my breast. I mention it for a different reason. There 
are problems involved in scholarly exchanges between men of diverse 
ideological and political background. Whether or to what extent we 
explored these problems, and how deeply we probed, is something 
which the reader will assess for himself on the basis of the papers 
provided. How far one should probe when communication is first estab- 
lished, and whether crude or subtle styles of communication are best, 
are questions which will no doubt be answered by each reader for him- 
self. But it shows that one charge, at any rate, would not be warranted: 
these meetings were serious, and were not any kind of smooth Public 
Relations exercise. I have never yet been accused of mounting a P.R. 
operation, and do not intend to begin such a career in my old age. 

In the editing of the volume, I have been very greatly assisted by my 
secretary, Margaret Kosowicz, and by Deborah Blake. The final prepa- 
ration of the MS for publication was carried out whilst I held a research 
post at the Centre de Recherches et d’Etudes sur les Sociétés 
Méditerranéennes, at Aix-en-Provence, and I am indebted to this 
Centre and its Director, Maurice Flory, for enabling me to do so. 


E.G. 


MEYER FORTES 


Introduction 


As I look back on the conference of which this book is a record, three 
episodes stand out in my mind. The first is the concise clarification of 
his concepts of ‘ethnos’ and ‘ethnicos’ with which Bromley responded 
toa question I raised; the second is the far-reaching exchange between 
Semenov and Godelier on the definition and functions of relations and 
modes of production; and lastly there is Basilov’s wise and penetrating 
commentary on the hypothesis adducing the ‘Oedipus complex’ which 
I advanced in my paper. 

It hardly needs saying that my principal interest in the conference 
was to learn something more than the literature we have access to pro- 
vides of the theoretical guidelines and research activities of Soviet social 
and cultural anthropologists. And these three episodes, between them, 
seemed to me to epitomise the mutual understandings our conference 
achieved. 

To begin with, they brought sharply into focus a feature of Soviet 
ethnography — as they call it — which I had not anticipated. There is 
clearly no such thing as a unified, let alone monolithic, system of theory 
or practice in Soviet ethnography. To be sure, there is a basic frame- 
work of, loosely speaking, Marxist orientation. But in terms of what 
they actually do, their problems and procedures of research, Soviet 
ethnographers, linguists, demographers and sociologists are as diverse in 
their interests and in their approaches as are anthropologists the world 
over. If it seems odd to make a point of this, let the blame be laid at 
the door of the ignorance of Soviet anthropological scholarship which 
is still widespread in the West. It was chastening to find how 
well informed in contrast to most of the ‘western’ participants the 
Soviet participants in our conference were about international anthro- 
pological scholarship in English, French, and other ‘western’ languages. 
Happily, the gap is closing fast, as this conference reminded us. 
For apart from Krader, so long dedicated to bringing together Soviet 
and ‘western’ theory and research in the anthropological sciences, 
there were four ‘western’ participants (Gellner, Dragadze, Humphrey, 
and Woodburn) who are fully at home with Soviet anthropological 
scholarship and have been acquainting us with this literature.' But for 


XX Soviet and Western Anthropology 


my part, this face-to-face association in a week of unconstrained and 
forthright argument and discussion was incomparably more valuable 
in advancing mutual understanding of our points of view and our work 
than was the previous circulation of publications. 

As our discussions developed, it became clear to all of us, I think, 
that the ‘objects’ of our studies (to paraphrase Bromley) were 
fundamentally the same and that the different approaches represented 
overlapped and converged. There were times when the ‘western’ emphasis 
on synchronic analysis seemed to run counter to the Soviet method of 
diachronic contextualisation. But implicitly, if not in every case expli- 
citly, there was the common ground that all our studies rest upon the 
basis of empirical research among living peoples and societies. Even 
when historical and archival records are drawn upon for descriptive 
material or for adding the dimension of extension in time to a study, the 
final test of an hypothesis was seen to be empirical observations among 
living peoples. I would not exclude from this claim even the typological 
and evolutionist models proposed mainly by the Soviet participants. 
What, for example, the discussion between Pershits and Woodburn 
came down to in the end was the relevance of empirically observable 
(i.e. ethnographically validated) modes of livelihood and of social organ- 
isation for the reconstruction of prehistoric ‘social formations’. 

If I lay special stress on this, it is because of the fact noted by Dra- 
gadze? that the Soviet participants adhered scrupulously to the terms of 
reference of the conference, that is, submitted papers that define the 
place of anthropology in relation to such other human sciences as 
linguistics, demography, psychology, etc., whereas the ‘western’ par- 
ticipants for the most part submitted papers on anthropological themes 
of special interest to themselves. Thus, it turned out that the Soviet 
contributions, being concerned with general principles, in contrast to 
the particularistic contributions of the ‘western’ participants, set the 
main lines of our discussions. At the same time, we were constantly 
made aware of the extensive field experience that lay behind the Soviet 
concern with general principles. Having myself been engaged in a re- 
view of demographic anthropology in Africa just before the conference, 
I was particularly struck by the wealth of field experience — and, of 
course, the elegance of the theoretical analysis — presented in Kozlov’s 
paper and amplified in the discussion. 

To return to the three episodes I have referred to, as they are admir- 
ably reported by Dragadze® I need not go into details. It is their general 
import that is of main interest to me, for they focussed graphically on 
the central issues of our discussions. It was inevitable that the dominant 
theme was the elucidation of the concepts of ‘ethnos’ and ‘ethnicos’. 
Could ‘ethnos’, in the sense of ‘a people’, be equated with the concept of 
‘society’, and ‘ethnicos’ with the more general concept of ‘culture’, as a 
parameter of human social life that is not subject to spatial or temporal 
limitations? Since neither ‘ethnos’ nor ‘ethnicos’ is tied to specific terri- 

torial or economic or political community, to equate either with the 


concept of ‘society’, for ex. 
seem correct. However, the 
concepts of ‘ethnos’ and ‘et 
consciousness’ are related 
represented, for instance, in 
cussion with Bromley I hav 
‘ethnicity’ as Barth, Cohen, 
of opposition between ethni 
ralist territorial or political 
cultural continuity over tim 
and ‘ethnicos’ are perceive 
customs, beliefs, and prac 
them, in their self-awarene 
transmitters of their ‘ethn 
opposition to other groups, 
lated, technologically bac 
instance, hunters and gat 
states. ‘Ethnos’ pertains t 
class differences or territor 
one-time Boasian theory t 
only be properly understoo 
tinctive contents and forms 
cultural relativism which r 
aim of reaching generalisati 
institutions and mechanis 
associated child-rearing p 
the closure and continuity 
level does ‘ethnos’ in pa 
nationalism and evolution 
and related questions, not 
‘self-awareness’ postulate 
tion with the factors of ‘na 
came up several times. 
human social existence at 
brated in Bromley’s conce 
at the beginning of the 
ethnology, sociology and 
implications. It would b 
develop parallel research b 
graphers to distinguish ; 
‘ethnicos’ overlap with (i 
externally oriented ethnic: 
attracting so much attentic 
As an unreconstructed s 
between Semenov and Go 
A brief comment on this ep 
due respect, it seemed to rr 


in a week of unconstrained and 
as incomparably more valuable 
our points of view and our work 
blications. 
came clear to all of us, I think, 
0 paraphrase Bromley) were 
fferent approaches represented 
mes when the ‘western’ emphasis 
ounter to the Soviet method of 
icitly, if not in every case expli- 
at all our studies rest upon the 
ing peoples and societies. Even 
re drawn upon for descriptive 
xtension in time to a study, the 
empirical observations among 
this claim even the typological 
ly by the Soviet participants. 
ween Pershits and Woodburn 
ance of empirically observable 
f livelihood and of social organ- 
ic ‘social formations’. 
ause of the fact noted by Dra- 
ed scrupulously to the terms of 
mitted papers that define the 
ch other human sciences as 
c., whereas the ‘western’ par- 
ers on anthropological themes 
it turned out that the Soviet 
eral principles, in contrast to 
western’ participants, set the 
me time, we were constantly 
nce that lay behind the Soviet 
myself been engaged in a re- 
ica just before the conference, 
of field experience — and, of 
lysis — presented in Kozlov’s 


eferred to, as they are admir- 
into details. It is their general 
they focussed graphically on 
inevitable that the dominant 
ts of ‘ethnos’ and ‘ethnicos’. 
e equated with the concept of 
eral concept of ‘culture’, as a 
ubject to spatial or temporal 
nicos’ is tied to specific terri- 
y, to equate either with the 


Introduction xxi 


i 
concept of ‘society’, for example in a Durkheimian sense, would not 
seem correct. However, the principal issue is, I suppose, how Bromley’s 
concepts of ‘ethnos’ and ‘ethnicos’, with their undertones of ‘national 
consciousness’ are related to the ‘western’ concept of ‘ethnicity’ as 
represented, for instance, in the work of Barth and of Cohen.* In the dis- 
cussion with Bromley I have referred to, it was made clear that, unlike 
‘ethnicity’ as Barth, Cohen, et al. represent it, ‘ethnos’ is not a function 
of opposition between ethnically or culturally different groups in a plu- 
ralist territorial or political community. It appeared that the essential 
cultural continuity over time, and specificity at a given time, of ‘ethnos’ 
and ‘ethnicos’ are perceived as embodied objectively in the distinctive 
customs, beliefs, and practices of the members and subjectively, for 
them, in their self-awareness, their sense of identity, as the carriers and 
transmitters of their ‘ethnos’ or ‘ethnicos’. This is not a function of 
opposition to other groups, for ‘ethnos’ is as characteristic of small, iso- 
lated, technologically backward pre-industrial communities of, for 
instance, hunters and gatherers (e.g. Eskimo) as of modern nation 
states. ‘Ethnos’ pertains to the internal life of a people, regardless of 
class differences or territory. Is this a more sophisticated version of the 
one-time Boasian theory that every culture is, at bottom, unique and can 
only be properly understood from within, that is, in terms of its own dis- 
tinctive contents and forms of existence? Does this amount to a form of 
cultural relativism which rules out cross-cultural comparison with the 
aim of reaching generalisations of pan-human validity? And what are the 
institutions and mechanisms (e.g. endogamy, family -structure and the 
associated child-rearing practices, ritual and religion) that maintain 
the closure and continuity of ‘ethnos’ and ‘ethnicos’? How at another 
level does ‘ethnos’ in particular relate to the patterns of political 
nationalism and evolution which Gellner and Krader examined? These 
and related questions, notably in connection with defining precisely the 
‘self-awareness’ postulated in the delineation of ‘ethnos’ and its connec- 
tion with the factors of ‘national character’ examined in Kon’s paper, 
came up several times. My conclusion is that a vital parameter of 
human social existence at all levels and stages of social life is adum- 
brated in Bromley’s concepts. But I venture to suggest that we are only 
at the beginning of the researches that are needed in linguistics, 
ethnology, sociology and psychology to bring out their full theoretical 
implications. It would be particularly rewarding, in my view, to 
develop parallel research by Soviet ethnographers and ‘western’ ethno- 
graphers to distinguish more clearly in what ways ‘ethnos’ and 
‘ethnicos’ overlap with (if at all) or (more likely) contrast with the 
externally oriented ethnicity by opposition and differentiation that is 
attracting so much attention now among ‘western’ anthropologists. 

As anunreconstructed structural-functionalist, I found the exchange 
between Semenov and Godelier especially congenial and stimulating. 
A brief comment on this episode is all I can permit myself here. With all 
due respect, it seemed to me that Semenov’s model of what I might per- 
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haps designate as the paradigmatic human society was fundamentally 
a structural-functionalist one and that, if modified in the direction of 
Godelier’s insistence on the relative autonomy of kinship institutions, it 
could easily accommodate such classics of British ethnography as 
Evans-Pritchard’s The Nuer, Forde’s Yak Studies, A.I. Richards’ Land, 
Labour and Diet, and Firth’s Primitive Polynesian Economy. Critical as 
Semenov is of ‘western’ economic anthropology, he gives the im- 
pression of being more sympathetic to the ‘substantivist’ than to the 
‘formalist’ analyses of pre-capitalist economies; and this brings his 
views closer, as I read him, to those of the descriptive ethnographers of 
pre-capitalist economies I have mentioned than to the more ambitious 
theoretical works, even those that are framed in Marxist language that 
command attention in ‘western’ anthropological circles.* 

Semenov’s exposition of his Marxist frame of analysis was at a level of 
generality or abstraction that made discussion difficult, even after 
Godelier had introduced particular ethnographic examples from his 
own and others’ field work. Godelier brought out eloquently the con- 
ceptual difficulties and empirical obstacles to understanding the 
distinction between ‘base’ and ‘superstructure’ and the implications of 
such dicta as (to quote Semenov) ‘relations of production are primary, 
fundamental, while all the rest are secondary, derivative’ that figure so 
prominently in Marxist anthropological writings. Like Godelier, I 
claim that the evidence is incontrovertible that kinship, ritual, and 
political institutions constitute relatively autonomous domains of social 
structure and can by no means be reduced to emanations of the ‘re- 
lations of production’ sensu stricto. It is significant that Semenov allows 
for ‘special interests’, for ‘ownership relations determined by morality’ 
and for special rules that determine ‘which circle [? of pre-existing social 
relations| a newly born person may enter’, which, as I see it, is nothing 
less than an admission of the autonomy of kinship relations and contra- 
dicts his assertion that ‘kinship relations have no content, but are 
simply formal connections’. That this, curiously enough, aligns 
Semenov with the distinctly non- if not anti-Marxist kinship — for- 
malists such as Beattie, Needham, Leach and Schneider did not 
escape Godelier’s attention. The point is clear when we consider par- 
ticular cases, as was elegantly exemplified by Pouillon and expounded 
by Godelier. The autonomy, relative to the actual processes of produc- 
ing, distributing, and consuming the necessities of life and the services 
required to maintain a society, of the juridical, political, and ideological 
‘superstructures’, above all of kinship institutions and their reflexive 
power of organising the ‘productive forces’, then becomes abundantly 
clear. Just how ‘relations of production’ can, as Semenov argued, both 
mobilise ‘volition’ and yet be independent of ‘the will and con- 
sciousness of people’ also remains unclear to me. 

Much Marxist discussion of ‘modes of production’, ‘socio-economic 
formation’ and other such formulae strikes me as essentially a verbal 
reformulation or general rubric for observations and interpretations 
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that are commonplace in structural-functional ethnography. The evol- 
utionist implications of this language, as regards the pre-capitalist, or 
better stated, pre-industrial economies anthropologists normally 
study, do not help me in my analytical and explanatory tasks. In this 
field too we need much more research and, above all, discussion. 
Semenov’s grandiose scheme of social evolution in the framework of 
world history could not fail to win the admiration of all participants for 
its sweep and erudition, but I doubt if any of us was able to see how it 
could be applied to the humdrum tasks of empirical ethnographic re- 
search. 

‘Ethnos’ and ‘systems of productive relations’ seem to reflect very dif- 
ferent emphases in Soviet ethnography and point to different but 
equally important areas of theoretical concern for all anthropological 
studies — the more so as, to my mind, they direct attention to the neces- 
sity for more empirical research in a synchronic context. This was 
brought out, it seemed to me, in Drobizheva’s ‘ethno-sociological’ stu- 
dies in urban settings, and in Arutyonov’s brilliant account of Soviet 
linguistic science. 

Basilov’s presentation of Soviet theory and research in the ethno- 
graphy of religion and magic had, at times, a classical Frazerian tone. 
While emphasising the wide range of social interests and needs, 
sometimes tied to class differences, subserved by religious institutions, 
he referred also to ‘archaic’ forms of magical ritual surviving among 
some Christian and Moslem sects; and in commenting on Humphrey’s 
account of Soviet studies of shamanism, he suggested, at one point, a 
‘polydaemonistic origin’ presumably in an evolutionist sense, for these 
beliefs and practices. However, when presenting his own point of view, 
a distinctly structural-functionalist interpretation, so it seemed to me, 
could be read into his analysis. A point of importance was his drawing 
attention to the principle that a shaman is powerless to choose the role 
for himself — he must, it is accepted, be chosen for the role by the spirits 
with whom he will later commune. Whether it is considered to conform 
to definitions of religion or not, shamanism is an institutionalised cult 
geared to social needs, not a manifestation of individual idiosyncracy. 

This emphasis on the social implications of religious and other forms 
of ritual beliefs and practices was the keynote of Basilov’s incisive and 
perceptive comment on my paper. The argument he put forward, and 
the general discussion it stimulated, especially impressed on me the 
extent to which both the descriptive objectives and the theoretical aims 

of ‘western’ and Soviet anthropology coincide. His remarks are well 
summarised in Dragadze’s previously quoted review. Matching the 
empirical basis I claimed for my case with his own observations, he con- 
tended that the evidence pointed to an alternative interpretation of the 
data to the one I offered. It was, he argued, at best superfluous, at worst 
gratuitous, to adduce an underlying ‘oedipal’ conflict to explain the 
opposition of successive generations of parents and children. He 
agreed, in common with most ethnographic observers, that there is a 
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general tendency for successive generations, e.g. fathers and sons, to be 
mutually antagonistic. But, he insisted, the sexual rivalry presupposed 
in the hypothesis of the ‘Oedipus complex’ to which I had had recourse, 
is not empirically demonstrable. It is certainly not relevant at the time 
when sons reach the social and economic maturity to come into conflict 
with fathers. What is at stake, then, is not sexual access to the mother 
but rights of inheritance and succession, rights to property, authority 
and other cultural assets. The conflict can be fully accounted for by 
social reasons that do justice to the ethnographical facts. Why, then, 
drag in the ‘Oedipus complex’? 

This bare summary does scant justice to the elegance and persuas- 
iveness of his argument. What is significant is that it was supported, not 
only by other Soviet participants, but by so authoritative a ‘western’ 
colleague as Professor Goody and was followed up by Pouillon with a 
balanced suggestion for reconciling the two views. 

Conceding the force of Basilov’s argument (and encouraged by some 
remarks of Bromley) I, neverthless, defended my standpoint on two 
grounds. Firstly, there is the problem of explaining why the opposition 
between successive generations is, among many peoples, objectified in 
rules of ritual or moral avoidance that operate from the earliest infancy 
of the filial generation and are connected, by the actors themselves, 
with the incest taboos. Thus, it seems that the conflict has its roots in 
the early relations of parents and children within the parental family. 
And secondly, I argued that the social institutions and relations to 
which Basilov referred must be thought of as built up upon such ‘el- 
ementary particles’ of social life as the propensities postulated in the 
notion of the Oedipus complex. Retrospectively, I would draw atten- 
tion to the fact that the transmission of property, office and power from 
generation to generation is usually regulated by juridical custom and 
need not, therefore, engender conflict. 

There is much more to be said on this topic, and I do not suppose that 
my defence of my hypothesis convinced Basilov or those who agreed 
with him. The important thing, for me, was that we were able to present 
and consider the alternatives with complete mutual understanding, 
and in the light of the available empirical evidence. 

I must refrain from enlarging further on the discussions that were 
held during our meeting. Certainly, there emerged important and 
critical differences between the ways Soviet ethnographers on the one 
hand and British, American, and French social anthropologists on the 
other see their empirical tasks and their theoretical objectives. This 
was brought out with impressive eloquence and skill by Godelier 
when, presenting some of his own field data on initiation rituals among 
the Baruya of New Guinea, he questioned the objectivity and the 
uniqueness of the ‘ethnos’ as a property of a cultural system over and 
above the details of economic, political, and national custom. And I do 
not suppose that Bromley’s response, drawing attention to the different 
levels of ‘ethnic’ identification open to a person who at once is a Cos- 
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sack, a Russian, and a Soviet citizen, answered Godelier’s criticism to 
his satisfaction. Debates of this type were the order of the day through- 
out the conference. Yet, at the end, I venture to assert, the conviction 
emerged for all the participants that our fundamental scientific tasks 
and objectives are the same and that there is more overlap and con- 
vergence between our several theoretical positions than there is 
irreconcilable divergence. A foundation has, I believe, been truly laid 
for much future cooperation. 
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PART I 


Marxism, anthropology, history 


MAURICE GODELIER 


The emergence and development of Marxism 
in anthropology in France 


Marxism only made its appearance in anthropological research in 
France some time around the 1960s. Before this, the mainstream of 
anthropological thinking had grown out of the work of Durkheim, 
Lévy-Bruhl, Mauss and others; this current had not only influenced 
French anthropology, but also Anglo-Saxon sociology and anthro- 
pology. Fieldwork was far less thorough, less ‘monographic’ than that 
of Anglo-Saxon anthropologists, who drew their inspiration from 
Malinowski and Boas. However, monographs by Maurice Leenhardt 
and Marcel Griaule stood out quite sharply, the main thrust of their 
analyses centring around representations and religious practices. Still 
inthe minority at that time, though about to achieve predominance, the 
structuralists were developing powerfully through the writings of 
Claude Lévi-Strauss. Louis Dumont had adopted the structuralist 
method in order to analyse the caste system in India, but his analysis 
was openly idealist and anti-Marxist in tone, contrary to Lévi-Strauss, 
who insisted that his studies of systems of kinship and of systems of 
mythical representations were materialist and even, to a certain extent, 
‘Marxist’. 

Around 1960, quite independently of each other, Claude Meillas- 
soux and I became anthropologists, the former having been a 
sociologist, the latter starting out from a grounding in philosophy and 


- subsequently in economics. Both of us had reached the conclusion that 


it was time to analyse, from a Marxist point of view, the findings and 
theories accumulated by anthropologists since the beginning of the cen- 
tury. But our ways soon parted over the question of what a ‘Marxist 
point of view’ might be. Our differences arose over three main points, 
and since that time these differences have never been settled: ‘Marxist’ 
anthropology in France henceforth adopted two sharply distinct and 
opposing paths and forms. The three points are: 


1. How are we to understand the distinction between infrastructure 
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and superstructure in precapitalist societies? What does the central 
hypothesis of historical materialism, namely the determinant role of the 
infrastructure ‘in the last instance’ signify in societies where kinship or 
politico-religious relations appear to dominate the functioning and the 
reproduction of these societies? 

2. What should our attitude be towards functionalist and struc- 
turalist theses and methods? What elements may we reject or adopt 
critically with a view to developing them within a Marxist approach, 
while still developing a Marxist approach in anthropology? The ques- 
tion of what attitude to adopt with regard to Lévi-Strauss’s work in the 
fields of kinship and of myths was crucial in this respect and, right from 
the outset, it gave rise to a fundamental divergence between the two 
currents. 

3. Finally, what should be our political attitude, what kind of radical 
militant praxis ought we to adopt in order to act upon and within 
French society? And, as anthropologists, what kind of militant action 
could we engage in against colonial oppression in Vietnam, Algeria, 
West Africa, Polynesia and so on? This determination not to confine 
ourselves to the realm of ideas or of scientific practice but to go beyond 
this, to become involved in the broader struggles of the working class 
and of other exploited categories of society, marked us off from Lévi- 
Strauss who, though taking materialism and Marxism as his references 


all the while, has in practice always abstained from seeking to act upon 
his society. 


Naturally, we both thought that the first task of a Marxist was to 
focus his attention upon the study of the ‘economic’ structures of primi- 
tive societies, and we found ourselves grappling with the problems of 
‘economic anthropology’ at a moment when the debate between 
formalists and substantivists was at its height. Broadly speaking, we 
both tended to side with Polanyi against the formalists, while stating 
our beliefin the need to go much further. But the moment we tried to go 
further, the disagreements concerning the three points outlined above 
once more rose to the surface. 


1. For Meillassoux, kinship was only a superstructure, ‘masking’ the 
essence of the ‘reality’ of social relations, namely economic relations. 
These themselves he reduced to various forms of the labour process en- 
countered in a given society: hunting, fishing, farming, and so forth, 
and analysis of these labour processes was somehow supposed directly 
to provide the key to interpretation of superstructures. In his book 
Anthropologie économique des Gouro de Céte d’Ivoire he devotes only twelve 
pages to the family and marriage, and none to religion, representations 
of nature, power, lineage, etc. He more or less reduces the Gouro to 
their economic infrastructures. 

2. Under the influence of a current that is very powerful among 
French Africanists, one that is hostile to structuralism, Meillassoux 
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denied all scientific value to Lévi-Strauss’s work and to the method 
known as structuralist analysis. For him, this method reduced all re- 
ality to abstractions and was fundamentally ‘idealist’. 

3. On the third question, that of political commitment and militant 
action, the opposition between us was radical from the start. Meillas- 
soux was active in Trotskyist circles whereas I was a militant in the 
Communist Party. In 1968, a Maoist current formed around Terray 
and Rey. These two joined up with Meillassoux, re-reading the latter’s 
book in the ‘light’ of the theses of Louis Althusser, a philosopher and 
Communist Party member. While adopting Althusser’s theoretical 
positions, however, Terray and Rey joined forces with Meillassoux in 
the political sphere in the fight against Althusser’s own party. 


Such, briefly, were the circumstances and the reasons for the emerg- 
ence of Marxism in anthropology in France, and for the existence of two 
so profoundly distinct and opposing currents within it. In what follows 
Ishall try to show how I now see the following problems: 


1. Determination in the last instance; 

2. The oppositions between functionalism, structuralism and Marx- 
ism; 

3. The ‘ideological’ and the analysis of religious representation 
practices, which is particularly tricky for a Marxist. 


The distinction between infrastructure and superstructure 


Marx’s crucial discovery was the role of transformations of the material 
base of society in understanding the logic of forms of social life and of 
their evolution. After Book I of Capital was published Engels, in June 
1877, wrote a brief ‘Introduction to Marx’ for the benefit of readers of 
the Volkskalender of Brunswick, in which he said: 


Of the many important discoveries with which Marx has inscribed 
his name in the annals of science, we may pause here to consider two 
only: the first is the revolution which he wrought in the entire concep- 
tion of world history. History was for the first time set upon its 
rightful basis. Marx’s second important discovery was the final 
elucidation of the relationship between capital and labour, in other 
words the demonstration of the process whereby, in present-day 
society and in the existing capitalist mode of production, the worker 
is exploited by capital. Modern scientific socialism is founded upon 
these two important facts. 


Later, in his famous speech at Marx’s tomb on March 17, 1883, Engels 
took up this theme again, calling the former discovery a ‘general law’ 
and the latter a ‘specific law’ of historical materialism. 
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What then do we mean by infrastructure? By infrastructure or the 
material base of society we refer to a complex combination of: 


1. the ecological and geographical conditions within and from which 
society extracts its material means of existence; 

2. the productive forces, i.e. the material and intellectual means 
which man invents and employs in different labour processes in order to 
act upon nature and to extract therefrom his means of existence, to 
transform nature into ‘socialised’ nature; 

3. relations of production, i.e. all social relations whatsoever, which 
serve a threefold function: first to determine social access to and control 
of resources and the means of production; secondly to redistribute the 
social labour force among the different labour processes, and to organ- 
ise these processes; and thirdly to determine the social distribution of 
the product of labour. 


‘Mode of production’ refers to a specific combination of determinate 
productive forces and of determinate social relations constituting both 
material and social conditions, and the internal material and social 
structures through which society acts upon its natural environment in 
order to extract from it a series of socially useful goods. 

I should like to dwell a moment on these definitions in order to draw 
attention. to a major point that is rarely subjected to thoroughgoing 
theoretical analysis. Among the productive forces (and hence forming 
part of the infrastructure) are representations of the nature that society 
exploits, representations of tools, of their rules of manufacture and use. 
These representations exist socially and are thus capable of being com- 
municated. So we have to include among the productive forces both 
these representations and the linguistic means required to express them 
and to hand them down from generation to generation within a given 
culture. Here, thought and language function as productive forces and 
hence as components of the infrastructure. The distinction between 
infrastructure and superstructure, therefore, is not between material 
and immaterial; as we shall see, it is a distinction that concerns func- 
tions and not institutions. This becomes clearer when one turns from 
productive forces to look at the social relations of production. The three 
examples which follow should make the point. 

If we take hunting-gathering societies such as the Australian 
aborigines we can see that the social relations between groups and 
among individuals, which serve as social conditions of access to natural 
resources and as a framework for the organisation of the labour process 
and the redistribution of products, are in fact social relations of kinship; 
these, moreover, govern marriages, matrimonial alliances between 
different groups, and descent — this being the explicit and universal func- 
tion of kinship relations. The relevance of this example lies in the fact 
that it shows us the same institutions, namely kinship relations, func- 
tioning both as infrastructure and as superstructure. So the distinction 
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is no longer between institutions, but between functions within a given 
institution. 

If we now consider a Greek city, such as Athens in the fifth century 
B.c., we find that, this time, it was political relations which functioned 
from within as relations of production. Citizenship carried with it an 
exclusive right to use the city’s land and, conversely, only landowners 
could be citizens. To be a citizen, that is, a free man, was simul- 
taneously to be a landowner, to have full access to public office and 
political responsibilities, and to have exclusive rights to participation in 
the religious life of the city, and to the protection of its gods. Men who, 
though free, were foreign, were barred from ownership of land and from 
agricultural activities, from public office and from the city’s temples 
and shrines. A first division of labour flowed from this, since such men 
were restricted to handicrafts, trade and banking. At the same time, 
however, free men, whether citizens or aliens, were at liberty to run 
their affairs themselves or else to rely on slaves to run them. This was 
the second division of labour in the Greek city. Such were the specific 
features of the Greek economy. To grasp this fully it is essential to 
understand that it was not these forms of division of labour which re- 
sulted in political relations functioning both as relations of production 
and as superstructures. On the contrary, it was the fact that politics 
functioned simultaneously as a relation of production which gave rise to 
these forms of division of labour within a hierarchy of statuses. 

I come now to my last example. Oppenheim’s study of Assur in 
ancient Mesopotamia shows that most of the city’s land was regarded 
as the property of the god Assur. A temple standing in the middle of the 
city was the dwelling place of the god and the priests. The economy 
functioned as a vast centralised system within which village com- 
munities and individuals were placed under the authority of the priests 
and the temple, to which they owed a portion of their labour and their 
output. Here, it was religious relations — religion — which functioned as 
social relations of production. 

We can see then that the ‘economic factor’ does not occupy a constant 
locus throughout history and that, consequently, it assumes different 
forms and that its mode of development varies. By mode of development 
I mean two things: short and long-term conditions of reproduction, and 
the effects on material and intellectual forces of production, enabling a 
society to provide for its material means of existence. From an episte- 
mological point of view, I would stress the importance of not defining 
infrastructure and superstructure as institutions, but as functions. This 
is the first condition for breaking out of the spontaneous ethnocentrism 
characteristic of our conception of relationships between economy and 
society. Both Marxists and non-Marxists alike spontaneously share 
this ethnocentric prejudice. In other words, they apprehend ancient or 
exotic economies through the form taken by the social relations of pro- 
duction in our society, where indeed they do appear as a series of 
separate institutions of kinship, relations of production and religious 
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relations. The theoretical question, then, if we are to study the history 
of modes of production scientifically, requires that we seek to discover 
the reasons and conditions which have resulted in changes in the locus 
of relations of production in the course of history, and which have 
caused these relations of production to change form and effect in chang- 
ing their locus. Needless to say, any such history cannot be the fruit of a 
single, partial discipline, as it mobilises historians, anthropologists, 
sociologists and economists together. 

However, being a Marxist is not merely a question of identifying and 
defining social relations of production at different epochs and in differ- 
ent societies. It also implies putting forward the hypothesis that the 
over-arching logic of these societies depends on the nature of their 
infrastructure. Empiricists, however, starting from the visible hier- 
archy of institutions, draw the conclusion that, with the exception of 
capitalist societies, economy does not play a determinant role in the 
last resort in human history but that, depending on the case in ques- 
tion, this role is played by kinship, politics or religion. To this end, they 
even invoke the very examples I have just cited. This is the strategic 
knot lying at the heart of the Marxist interpretation. The problem is 
usually formulated as follows: how can a Marxist simultaneously 
account for the determination, in the last resort, of economics, and for 
the dominance of kinship, politics or religion? Determination and 
dominance, the problem revolves around these two terms. 

There are two currents of Marxist thought on this point. The more 
usual interpretation, to be found in its most sophisticated form in 
Althusser’s thought, presents the economy’s determination in the last 
resort as a process of selection in a given society, by the economy, of one 
superstructure from amongst possible ones, which is then somehow el- 
evated into a dominant position. Whatever the terminology employed, 
the causality of the economy is thought of as a relation between insti- 
tutions and not between functions. 

For others, including myself, if kinship functions in many societies as 
a dominant relation, it is because it functions from within as a social re- 
lation of production, as the social relation within which man’s action 
upon nature, jointly with the social control of the means of production 
and of products are organised. Similarly, where politics dominates 
social life as a whole, this is because.it acts from within as the social re- 
lations of production. On each occasion, what transpires through the 
domination of one or another of these structures is the same hierarchy 
of functions as exists in our own society, since we can see that in all 
societies structures only play a dominant role if they function simul- 
taneously as economic infrastructures. It is not adequate to say, as 
empiricists do, that if relations of kinship are dominant in many primi- 
tive societies, this is because they assume several functions. It is not 
enough for social relations to ‘plurifunction’ in order for them to domin- 
ate a society’s logic, mode of development and system of collective 
representations; they must, of necessity, assume the function of re- 
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lations of production. This, it seems to me, is the correct understanding 
of Marx’s hypothesis concerning the mode of production’s determinant 
role in the last resort. 

This discovery arises from quite specific historical conditions which 
are in fact the reasons behind the epistemological rupture which gradu- 
ally built up through Marx’s thinking on the question of the capitalist 
mode of production. For it is only within the nineteenth-century capi- 
talist mode of production that the distinct functions of infrastructure 
and superstructure existed in the form of distinct organisations. For the 
first time, the process of production has developed within institutions 
that are almost entirely separate from the family, from politics and from 
religion. However, separate here does not mean being devoid of any in- 
ternal relations of correspondence. There is a working-class form of 
family and a bourgeois form corresponding to the new capitalist mode of 
production, and these forms evolve in step with the latter’s development. 
The important point, though, is that it is not within the frame- 
work of political or family relations that the social process of production 
is organised. In this context, it became easy, for the first time, to recog- 
nise the role of the economy in the evolution of society; and here lies the 
origin of the epistemological rupture engineered by Marx. With the 
emergence of capitalist relations of production, it became possible to 
see in the history of Ancient Greece something other than what the 
Greeks themselves saw, and to see this history differently. But at the 
same time, it became harder to discover economics where it exists as a 
function of relations of kinship or of political relations. We are con- 
fronted with what can only be termed an ‘epistemological chiasma’; the 
same social relations reveal something of the past and cause something 
ofthe past to vanish, but it is not the same thing. What Marx discovered 
was not only the role of economics in capitalist society but, through 
analysis of the capitalist mode of production, the existence of a 
hierarchy of structural functions and causalities which provide the con- 
ditions of reproduction of society — of any society — without prejudging 
the nature of the structures assuming these functions in any particular 
case or the number of functions that a structure may assume. And this 
is what Engels meant when he credited Marx with having discovered 
both a general and a specific law of historical development. 

It should now be clear that in order to employ these hypotheses, 
Marxism requires an extremely complex methodology, one capable not 
only of isolating structures but also of throwing light on the effects 
structures have on each other within a given hierarchy of functions. It is 
here that Marxism competes with the methods of functionalist empiri- 
cism and structuralism. 


Functionalism, structuralism and Marxism 


Marxism, in the social sciences, involves analysis of social relations in 
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terms of structure and the search for a hierarchy of causes determining 
the functioning and evolution of societies. This means that it is obliged 
to devise an extremely complex methodology for the analysis of social 
facts. As with functionalist empiricism, Marxism does not take indi- 
viduals as its starting point, but their social relations, and it analyses 
these social relations not separately, but together, as systems. But 
unlike empiricism, Marxism does not confuse social structures with the 
social relations that are visible on the surface of society, and still less 
with the representations individuals may form of their social relations. 
Marx for example demonstrated that if one looks solely at the apparent 
relations in capitalist society, it looks as if the wage paid were equivalent 
to the value of the goods produced by the worker, and as if the added 
value, or capitalist profit, flowed from the capital itself and from the cir- 
culation and sale of commodities, not from their production. What 
visible relations, practical institutions such as wage-labour, hide is the 
crucial fact that the capitalist class’s profit is unpaid social labour, a 
value added without any equivalent in exchange. The ‘wage form, 
which only expresses the false appearances of wage labour, renders the 
real relation between capital and labour invisible and in fact demonstrates 
precisely the opposite; it is from these that all legal notions of the wage- 
earner and the capitalist, all the mystifications of capitalist production, 
are derived’ (Capital, Book I, ch. 19). The economic categories of wage 
and profit, interest and so forth thus express the visible relations of the 
everyday practice of business and have a pragmatic utility as such, but 
they have\no scientific value in themselves since they are confined to 
systematising the appearances of the production process and of the cir- 
culation of commodities. The scientific representation of economic and 
social reality does not emerge by ‘abstraction’ from the spontaneous or 
elaborated representations of individuals. It must, on the contrary, con- 
test the evidence of these representations in order to uncover the hidden 
internal logic of social reality. For Marx, however, scientific knowledge 
of the content of a social relation will never, of itself, abolish the indi- 
vidual’s own spontaneous representation of this relation. It modifies its 
effects and its importance in the practice of individuals and social 
groups but it does not suppress it. 

Lévi-Strauss too refuses to take visible social relations for the only 
possible social reality, founding his structural analysis upon a rejection 
of all empiricist presuppositions. For Lévi-Strauss, too, structures also 
form part of reality: 


The ultimate proof of the molecular structure of matter is supplied by 
the electron microscope, which enables us to observe real molecules. 
But this exploit cannot alter the fact that molecules will not become 
visible to the naked eye in the future. Similarly, it is pointless to 
expect that a structural analysis will alter our perception of concrete 
social relations. It will merely explain them better. [C. Lévi-Strauss, 
‘On manipulated sociological models’, Bijdragen, 1969, 6, p. 52] 
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Whatever the differences concerning the notion of structure between 
functionalism, structuralism and Marxism, all three approaches are 
agreed on a point of method, that is the priority accorded to analysis of 
structures over that of their origin and their evolution. Analysing the 
historic origin of a structure means analysing the conditions of the for- 
mation of its internal components and of the establishment of their 
interrelations. So we must identify these components and their re- 
lations beforehand, which means that this structure needs to be 
analysed theoretically before we can reconstitute its genesis and its 
evolution. One example given of this method in Marx is the way he deals 
with the process of the genesis of the capitalist mode of production in 
Book I of Capital. Only after having defined the content of value and the 
nature of surplus-value does Marx rapidly outline the historical process 
of the genesis of the radical separation of producers from the means of 
production and from money, this separation lying at the very foun- 
dation of the capitalist mode of production. He then goes on to discuss 
what classical economists called ‘primitive accumulation of capital’, 
this being an accumulation that occurred within the feudal economic 
order gradually leading to the dissolution of that order. Marxism is 
not a form of historicism; it proceeds along the lines of a constant to- 
and-fro between analysis of structures and analysis of historical 
events. 

Despite their shared critique of empiricism, there is a radical differ- 
ence between structuralism and Marxism. Although he does not deny 
history, Lévi-Strauss cannot really give an account of it owing to the 
fact that in his analysis of social structures he separates analysis of the 
form of social relations from analysis of their functions. Not that these 
functions are either ignored or denied; it is just that they are never 
explored as such. As a result, we can never properly analyse the way 
these social relations really hinge together within a hierarchy of func- 
tions. History appears as a mélange of chance and necessity — necessity 
internal to each structural level, and chance where relations between 
these levels are concerned. Hence, Lévi-Strauss’s statement to the effect 
that he agrees with Marx’s hypothesis regarding the ‘primacy of infra- 
structures’ remains just that, having no impact upon his actual work, 
and devoid of meaning. For him, the notion of infrastructure remains 
an empirical one, not a scientifically reconstructed notion. When ana- 
lysing the material infrastructure of Indian societies, for example, he 
falls back on empirical disciplines such as geography, technology, his- 
torical demography, botany, and so on. Each discipline contributes its 
specialised information, but no attempt is made to discover the internal 
components and the structural relations which define the social and 
material infrastructure of these societies. What is most striking is that 
Lévi-Strauss — while borrowing from Marx the notion of infrastructure 
and, further, while accepting his hypothesis of the primacy of infra- 
structure in the logic of the functioning of these societies — entirely 
ignores the concept of relations of production. He therefore adopts 
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empirical definitions of the economy and contradicts, in discussing 
infrastructures, the principles and the methods he employs in analysing 
relations of kinship or myths and forms of religious thought. Some 
people, e.g. Lucien Séve, have accused Lévi-Strauss’s method of being 
responsible for his failures to analyse history. One can certainly take 
him to task for having separated the study of the forms from that of the 
functions of social relations, although this separation was necessary in 
the first stage; but by extending it he ultimately made it impossible to 
account for the evolution of whole societies. This is not the main point, 
though, as it is not his method which brings Lévi-Strauss up against a 
wall; it is Lévi-Strauss himself who abruptly abandons his method pre- 
cisely when he comes to analyse infrastructures. Over and beyond the 
writer’s thought, there is the thinker himself, rooted in his personal and 
social context. 

To bea Marxist in the social sciences therefore means to try to recon- 
struct, reproduce in thought, the logic of the processes which give rise to 
the visible order of facts and institutions and which determine their pos- 
sible transformations. In order to carry this through, we need to be able 
to pinpoint the contradictions existing within societies, these being of 
two types: internal contradictions on a given structural level — such as 
the contradiction between capitalist and worker — and contradictions 
between structural levels — such as the contradiction between pro- 
ductive forces and relations of production. Far from being foreign to 
each other, moreover, the two types of contradiction are organically 
linked. While it is generally fairly easy to identify contradictions 
internal toa given structural level, it is far harder to uncover the contra- 
dictions that emerge between structural levels in a society’s production 
process, for these are not contradictions between institutions or things, 
but between the properties of social relations; properties which limit 
their reproductive capacities to maintain themselves within certain 
limits. By moving in this direction we may hope to discover some of the 
laws of transformation of social relations, the laws of motion governing 
societies. 

Obviously, though, this analysis of contradictions does not fit in with 
a Hegelian-type dialectical logic, for the latter rests, in the last analysis, 
upon a non-scientific, metaphysical principle, the principle of the iden- 
tity of opposites in which the slave is both himself and his master, and 
his master at once himself and his slave. To be scientific, an analysis of 
the internal and external contradictions of societies must start out from 
the unity of opposites, a conflictive unity of partly opposing and contra- 
dictory properties; and from conflicts leading to the development of 
these contradictions. 

The difference between Hegel’s dialectic and that of Marx does not 
lie, as Althusser put it, in the fact that in the former’s view contradic- 
tions are always simple, while being ‘overdetermined’ in the latter. The 
difference goes far deeper than that. It lies in the acceptance or rejection 
of a metaphysical, non-scientific, principle. On this point neither Mao- 
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Tse-Tung nor Lenin manage to be very clear, both of them slipping 
constantly and imperceptibly from the notion of the unity of opposites 
to that of their identity. Needless to say, both notions exist for Hegel, 
since the very fact that opposites are identical also makes them united. 
For him, the principle of the unity of opposites is a complementary 
principle derived from the initial principle of the identity of opposites. 
When Marx claims to have extracted the ‘rational core’ of Hegel’s logic 
he strikes me as trying to say that he has managed to split Hegel’s two 
principles, retaining one while casting aside the other. 

In fact, Marxism reveals the existence of two levels of rationality. 
First, the intentional rationality of individuals and groups acting within 
determinate social relations and upon these social relations on the basis 
of their own representation of these relations and in pursuit of their 
ends. Beyond this, however, there is an unintentional rationality which 
consists of all the objective properties of these social relations and of 
their specific laws of transformation. If Marxists gradually manage to 
uncover these two levels of rationality they will transform Marxism into 
the most complex form of modern scientific practice, the most complex 
form of rationalism in the production of knowledge. 


Towards a materialist theory of religion 


The third problem, which we shall only touch on here, concerns the 
materialist explanation of social representations and more particularly 
of those ideals represented by gods and the symbolic practices 
employed in their worship. This is to raise the problem of a Marxist 
theory of ideologies. 

I should like to begin by disposing of any conceptions in which ideo- 
logy appears only at and as the surface of social relations, or, borrowing 
Althusser’s vocabulary, as the superstructure of the superstructures. As 
I have already shown in listing the realities that go to make up the 
infrastructure of societies, there is no such thing as a purely material 
force of production. A tool has no social existence unless its rules of 
manufacture and use are known and communicated. These representa- 
tions are also productive forces and constitute an internal element in 
the infrastructure. Generally speaking, a social relation cannot be re- 
produced unless people have a representation of this relation. And this 
representation, far from being a mere reflection of the relation, is one of 
its internal conditions of existence. Hence we find ideas and representa- 
tions at every level of society not merely as one of its conditions of 
reproduction. Thus ideology cannot be seen as a specific level, as one 
instance separated from other instances. 

Does this mean that the problem of such differences and contradic- 
tions as may exist between the representations people have of their 
social relations and the content of these social relations no longer 
exists? Does it mean that I have decided to take the illusions of a society 
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or an epoch concerning itself for reality? Quite the reverse. This way of 
conceiving the distinction between infrastructure and superstructures 
as a distinction between functions within the process of social life, more 
than any others, enables us to throw light on the foundations and the 
machinery of the illusions each society creates about itself. 

As an example, ina society where kinship relations function as a re- 
lation of production, hence dominating the over-arching logic of that 
society, all social relations necessarily appear to be so many aspects and 
effects of kinship relations. As a result, relations of production do not 
appear as the social conditions and forms of a material process of 
production, a process itself dependent upon a determinate level of 
productive forces, but mainly as aspects of a process of exchange of 
women and of descent. The very way in which relations of production 
appear causes their content partly to disappear. This appearance con- 
stitutes the point of departure for spontaneous representations which 
individuals and groups have of their own relations and of their relations 
with nature. For this reason, the relations which individuals have with 
each other and with nature are, spontaneously, partly illusory or im- 
aginary. 

Another example is that of the citizen in Ancient Greece, for whom all 
problems were basically political; or conversely, in order to be thought 
of as a problem, the matter in hand had to take on the appearance of a 
political problem, a problem for the city. This was because political re- 
lations dominated the functioning of society as a whole and were the 
conditions underlying the reproduction of the social whole. But we have 
already suggested that the reason why politics governed the repro- 
duction of the city seems to be that it functioned from within as a social 
relation of production, as ‘infrastructure’ or, to put it another way, asa 
social relation which programmed the material base of their society. 
The thinkable and the unthinkable are therefore historically and struc- 
turally determined. And what was uppermost in determining them 
were the places occupied and the forms taken by social relations of pro- 
duction. It would appear, then, that all societies have illusions about 
themselves, but that these illusions are nevertheless involved with the 
realities themselves, since they are rooted in the places and forms of re- 
lations of production. By developing as an extension of the appearances 
of social relations, spontaneous social representations leave an essential 
portion of these relations of production opaque, namely their material 
content. 

But the practical consequence of this partly illusory relation which 
spontaneously grows up between individuals and their material con- 
ditions of existence is a proliferation of illusory acts upon an imaginary 
reality. Thus the Greeks insisted many times on executing, after defeat 
at the hands of their enemies, the strategists they had appointed to lead 
their armies. For them, the defeat of Athens could not be anything but a 
political problem carrying with it the punishment provided for those 
who betray a political cause. What was unthinkable, non-representable 
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in their way of thinking, was that there might have been other causes for 
the decadence of Athens and for the collapse of its imperial power. The 
whole theory of historical necessity begins to raise its head here, for 
causes are unceasingly active, even when men know nothing of them. 
And they operate all the more necessarily when men are unaware of 
them or ignore them. 

On the basis of these two analyses it may be possible to sketch out a 
Marxist approach to religious phenomena. In primitive societies, the 
sacred is not merely a theoretical category but a practical device for 
acting upon the relations between a man and his fellows and between 
men and nature. Gods and supernatural powers represent imaginary 
conditions of reproduction of nature and society. But it is inadequate to 
say only that these ideals are ‘illusory’ representations of the conditions 
of reproduction of nature and society, if we want to produce a 
materialist theory of religion. We must also elaborate a theory of the 
conditions and the mechanisms governing the production of these 
idealities. Marx, in Capital, warned against a narrowly materialist con- 
ception — inherited from the abstract materialism of the natural 
sciences — when writing on the subject of religion: ‘It is far easier to 
discover by analysis the earthly core of nebulous religious conceptions 
than to develop (entwickeln), conversely, these celestial forms, on each 
occasion, out of the real conditions of life’ (Das Kapital, I, p. 389, n. 89). 1 
have altered Roy’s French translation, its revision by Marx notwith- 
standing, as he translated entwickeln by ‘faire voir comment les 
conditions réelles de la vie revétent peu 4 peu une forme éthérée’ (to show 
how the real conditions of life gradually assume an ethereal form. Edt- 
tions Sociales, I, t. 2, p. 59). Roy’s translation suggests that the real 
conditions of life may exist before and in the absence of ‘ethereal forms’, 
i.e. religious representations, and that they gradually assume these in 
the process of historical development. 

One would need to explain how the real conditions of life lead man to 
represent the invisible causes of the visible order of nature and history 
as the work of Powers conceived in man’s image, intentionally govern- 
ing the order of the universe. This theory is now beginning to emerge in 
the work of Vernant and Détienne, among others. If we want to take a 
global view of the diversity of religious phenomena and of the complex 
relations existing between economic infrastructure, political power 
and religious forms, we may say that in primitive hunter-gathering 
societies, tools are such that everyone can make them for himself and 
that technical knowledge is shared among everyone. But even here, 
imaginary knowledge regarding the gods, the masters of animals and 
plants, was unequally appropriated by different groups and indi- 
viduals. The first monopoly could have been a monopoly of the imagin- 
ary rather than a monopoly of the material means of production. In the 
development of social inequality, with the appearance of early forms of 
classes and the state, it seems that we observe a qualitative change. The 

Inca, personifying the state, is no longer the representative of mankind 
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dealing with the gods, but the representative of the gods among men. 
He is the son of the Sun, and on him depends the fertility of women and 
the fields, the reproduction of society as well as that of the cosmos. The 
development of class relations and that of the state would seem to be ac- 
companied by a process of divinisation of a fraction of humanity, and of 
divinisation of the institutions manifesting that fraction’s power. Re- 
ligion is not merely the fantasmatic reflection of social relations, an 
ideology that legitimises existing relations of production after the event, 
as it were, but functions as one of the components of the internal frame- 
work of these relations of production, as one of the essential conditions 
of the relation in which an aristocracy controlling the powers of the 
state exploits the peasantry. The moment each individual and every 
community thought he or it owed his conditions of existence to the 
supernatural power of the Inca, each individual or community recog- 
nised an obligation to offer him labour and produce, both in order to 
celebrate his glory and his divine reality, and to render to the Inca a 
portion of what he (the Inca) had done for the reproduction and the 
prosperity of all. Religion here served as a source of violence-free con- 
straint; in some ways it constitutes the greatest strength of the state and 
of the dominant class, since it obliges those dominated to consent to 
their domination from within. 

The mistake here would be to confuse effects and reasons. Religion 
was not invented in order to force the dominated to consent to their 
domination, but it exists in such a way that it results in this consent. 
Seen thus, we may restate the problem of the origin of class relations 
within classless societies and that of the appearance of primitive forms 
of the State. But we are not really in a position to discuss that at this 
point. 

* 


To conclude, I should like to dwell for a moment on Marx’s formula in 
which he speaks of the ‘transparency of social relations’ which will exist 
when class relations have disappeared. I do not believe ‘transparency’ 
can mean absolute knowledge, by each individual, of all that concerns 
him, but that it means non-alienation, i.e. the recognition that every- 
thing that happens is either human or natural in origin, without alien 
additives, without the intervention of human- and nature-transcending 
powers. The transparency of relations does not mean a state of 
knowledge, the impossible and metaphysical dream of some absolute 
knowledge, but a state of social relations in which men no longer con- 
sider each other and themselves in some way foreign to what they are. 
And this state cannot arise from arbitrary abolition of the State or of re- 
ligion. For State and religion cannot be abolished; they will die out, 
their functions will wither away and hence will lose all reality at the 
conclusion of class struggles and of revolutionary transformations of 
society. 

Thus interpreted, Marxism is the most critical, the most complex 
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and the most difficult form of modern rationalism. At the same time, it 
is its most open form, for the paradox of Marxism lies in the fact that it 
can only continue to exist provided it never allows itself to become hide- 
bound or to become a closed system, a state philosophy, on pain of death 
as a science and rebirth as religious dogma. It is on this condition that 
we can tie the process of knowledge in with the process of the revol- 
utionary transformation of society. 


YU. PETROVA-AVERKIEVA 


Historicism in Soviet ethnographic science 


In the USSR ethnography grew up as an historical discipline dealing 
with the peculiarities of the way of life and culture of ethnic com- 
munities at all stages of the development of human society. But while at 
earlier times ethnographers concentrated mainly on precapitalist soci- 
eties, nowadays the majority of Soviet ethnographers study capitalist 
and post- capitalist socialist ethnic communities. 

The leading principle of the ethnographic research in the USSR is 
historicism. By historicism is meant the study of every phenomenon of 
social life within a particular historical framework, in terms of the pro- 
cess of its origin and development, and its causal determination. The 
Marxist materialistic view of history underlies this approach. Soviet 
ethnographers have been working on the foundation of the Marxist 
theory of ethnographic science as a concrete social science based, first of 
all, on historical materialism and on Marxism in general. They sub- 
stantiate this theory by the rich corpus of factual data accumulated by 
the ethnographic science, and take into account all the valuable find- 
ings of the pro-Marxist and non-Marxist theories. 

Since one often comes across wrong interpretations of Marxist his- 
toricism in western ethnographic literature, I shall dwell upon some 
principal features of the approach in question, which guide Soviet 
scholars in their research work. Soviet ethnographers proceed, first of 
all, from the Marxist-Leninist teaching concerning social progress and 
the onward march of history. 

Many western scholars have tried to refute Marxism by denying the 
very idea of progress in human history and stressing the absence of an 
objective criterion of progress. Indeed, the development of a society is 
highly contradictory and uneven in all spheres of social life. That is why 
Marxists pose the problem of social progress as related to concrete his- 
torical processes; they propose a concrete criterion of progress with 
regard to different spheres of social life— technological, socio-economic, 
and intellectual. 

In the sphere of technology the objective criterion of progress is the 
level of the development of productive forces, the extent to which man 
has control over nature. As Lenin stressed, we find here the ‘highest cri- 


20 Part I: Marxism, anthropology, history 


terion of social progress.”! 

But productive forces develop within particular socio-economic 
systems. A socio-economic formation is progressive when it provides 
the best possibilities for the development of human productive forces. 
Giving a generalised formulation of the objective criterion of social pro- 
gress, the Soviet sociologist Semenov justly wrote: 


The better the possibilities which a society affords for the increase in 
the productivity of labour, for unlimited development and indepen- 
dent creation of history by working masses, for the satisfying of their 
growing material and cultural needs, for enriching one’s personality 
—the more progressive that society is.? 


At the same time, it is characteristic of the present historical epoch 
that for many economically underdeveloped countries there exists 
today the possibility of a revolutionary leap to socialism, bypassing the 
capitalist stage. They have much better opportunities for rapid pro- 
gress inall spheres than developed capitalist countries. It is noteworthy 
that not only Soviet scholars point out this peculiarity. Service, for 
instance, notes it in his article on the evolutionary potential of ‘back- 
ward civilisations. * 

Soviet ethnographers consider it their task to work out concrete 
criteria of progress with regard to the historical investigated epochs to 
determine the degree of progressiveness or of reactionary character of 
this or that social process or phenomenon, under the given conditions of 
time and place. This is the starting point in the study of the surviving 
traditions, or traditional social structures, such as, for instance, a vil- 
lage community. 

Marx’s formulation of fundamental principles of materialistic under- 
standing of history is well-known: 


In the social production of their life men enter into definite relations 
that are indispensable and independent of their will, relations of pro- 
duction which correspond to a definite stage of development of their 
material productive forces. The sum-total of these relations of 
production constitutes the economic structure of society, the real 
foundation on which rises a legal and political superstructure and to 
which correspond definite forms of social consciousness. ‘The mode of 
production of material life conditions the social, political and intel- 
lectual life processes in general. It is not the consciousness of men 
that determines their being, but on the contrary, their social being 
that determines their consciousness.* 


About his own conclusions Marx wrote: ‘The general result at which I 
arrived and which once won, served as a guiding thread for my 
studies.’ Evaluating Marx’s findings, Engels said: ‘For all historical 
sciences (and all sciences which are not natural sciences are historical) 


Petrova-Averkiev 


arevolutionary discovery 
This discovery is gai 
non-Marxist and neo-Ma 
statement which often se 
stood as ‘economic materi 
particular form it is popul 
and Engels, and also Len 
Engels in the letter to Blo 


According to the mate 
termining element in 
real life. More than this 
if somebody twists this 
only determining one, 
ingless, abstract, sens 
basis, but the various el 
their influence upon t 
many cases preponder 


To Mikhailovsky’s atte 
Lenin wrote: 


But where have you re 
necessarily spoke of e 
their world outlook the 
alists (Marxists) were t 
to analyse all aspects of 


The above quoted state| 
lation of technological 
reduced to technology an 
main driving force of hist 
statements to the effect 
theory of evolution’.® Tec 
ism have also spread rece 

It is the central categ 
economic formation — t 
scholars recognise the i 
but they disagree on it 
Marxism, long before fu 
interdependence of all ph 
acter of this interdepend 
they singled out as pri 
namely the socio-econom 
to establish several princi 
analysis of material socia 
recurrences and regularit 


cular socio-economic 
sive when it provides 
jan productive forces. 
rriterion of social pro- 


rds for the increase in 
pment and indepen- 
the satisfying of their 
ing one’s personality 


sent historical epoch 
untries there exists 
ialism, bypassing the 
nities for rapid pro- 
ries. It is noteworthy 
uliarity. Service, for 
y potential of ‘back- 


work out concrete 
vestigated epochs to 
tionary character of 
e given conditions of 
udy of the surviving 
s, for instance, a vil- 


materialistic under- 


to definite relations 
will, relations of pro- 
evelopment of their 
f these relations of 
of society, the real 
perstructure and to 
usness. The mode of 
, political and intel- 
nsciousness of men 
y, their social being 


ral result at which I 
ing thread for my 
: ‘For all historical 
ences are historical) 


Petrova-Averkieva: Historicism in Soviet ethnographic science 21 


arevolutionary discovery was made with this proposition. ® 

This discovery is gaining wide recognition nowadays even in 
non-Marxist and neo-Marxist literature, but at the same time it is this 
statement which often seems to be misinterpreted. It is often under- 
stood as ‘economic materialism’ or ‘economic determinism,’ and in this 
particular form it is popular with modern neo-evolutionists. Both Marx 
and Engels, and also Lenin, had warned against such interpretations. 
Engels in the letter to Bloch wrote: 


According to the materialistic concept of history, the ultimately de- 
termining element in history is the production and reproduction of 
real life. More than this neither Marx nor I have ever asserted. Hence 
if somebody twists this into saying that the economic element is the 
only determining one, he transforms that proposition into a mean- 
ingless, abstract, senseless phrase. The economic situation is the 
basis, but the various elements of the superstructure . . . also exercise 
their influence upon the course of the historical struggles and in 
many cases preponderate in determining their form.’ 


To Mikhailovsky’s attempt to interpret Marxism along these lines, 
Lenin wrote: 


But where have you read in the works of Marx or Engels that they 
necessarily spoke of economic materialism? When they described 
their world outlook they called it simply materialism . . . The materi- 
alists (Marxists) were the first socialists to raise the issue of the need 
to analyse all aspects of social life, and not only the economic.* 


The above quoted statement of Marx is often understood as a formu- 
lation of technological determination. The productive forces are 
reduced to technology and the development of technology is seen as the 
main driving force of history. One can even come across quite erroneous 
statements to the effect that in Capital Marx expounded the ‘energy 
theory of evolution’.? Techno-environmental interpretations of Marx- 
ism have also spread recently.’ 

It is the central category of Marxist historicism — that of socio- 
economic formation — that is most misunderstood. Many western 
scholars recognise the importance of the concept of social formation, 
but they disagree on its meaning. As is known, the founders of 
Marxism, long before functionalism had appeared, emphasised the 
interdependence of all phenomena of social life and the dialectical char- 
acter of this interdependence. Of all the various intra-social relations 
they singled out as primary the material and objective relations, 
namely the socio-economic relations, the study of which allowed them 
to establish several principal types of such relations. Lenin wrote: “The 
analysis of material social relations at once made it possible to observe 
recurrences and regularity and to generalise the systems of the various 
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countries under the single fundamental concept: social formation.’!! 
Every formation is characterised by a particular mode of production of 
material life. 

In the course of its development every formation passes through the 
stages of origin, climax and transition to a higher formation. Every for- 
mation, as Lenin says, ‘is a specific social organism whose inception, 
functioning, and transition to a higher form are governed by specific 
laws.’!? 

In Soviet historiography these stages are usually called ‘historical 
epochs.’ It is in the character of historical epochs that the concrete his- 
torical process of existence of formation manifests itself. 

The shift in socio-economic formations is a general law independent 
of chronological data. It is the logic of the historical process. As for his- 
torical epochs, they are associated with certain dates, events, and 
chronological periods. They represent the concrete march of history. 
The study of historical epochs introduces real historicism into the con- 
cept of social formation. Different kinds of processes may and do occur 
among different peoples and countries in one and the same historical 
epoch. It is necessary, as Lenin wrote, ‘that account be taken of the 
specific features distinguishing this country from others in the same his- 
torical epoch.’ 

Every epoch within a social formation is characterised by its own 
specific regularities, jointly with general laws of that social formation. 
Every social formation is a natural stage in the onward march of world 
history. The formation is both the embodiment of the discontinuity of 
historical process, and a link in the chain of progressive development of 
mankind. According to Marxist historicism, the sequence of successive 
formations expresses the objective logic of world history. But this order 
is not an objective necessity for every nation. We know of peoples who 
leapt from primative society directly to feudalism and even capitalism 
(American Indians) or even to socialism (minor peoples of the north of 
the USSR); there are peoples who passed from feudalism to socialism, 
with the help of socialist countries. No single socio-economic formation, 
except for the primitive one, dominated the whole world at a single 
period of time. Because of the unevenness and diversity of the historical 
process which followed the primitive formation, societies belonging to 
different formations co-exist in one and the same historical epoch. We 
ethnographers of the twentieth century are able to observe, for instance, 
societies which allow us to identify the basic general characteristic fea- 
tures of the primitive formation. 

Soviet ethnographers, investigating primitive society from the point 
of view of historicism, set themselves the task of tracing, on the basis of 
ethnographic and archaeological data, the epochs of historical develop- 
ment of the primitive social formation. Most of our scholars adhere to 
the division of this formation into three major historical epochs: the 
primitive human herd, the matrilineal clan, and the transition to class 
society. We attempt to establish the specific features of every epoch, 
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ee 
and their relation to the general regularities of this pre-class primitive- 
communist formation. Particular attention is given to the third of the 
above mentioned epochs of this formation; the task in this connection is 
to reveal the conditions and signs of the appearance in its innermost 
recesses of a new kind of relation characteristic of an emerging higher 
type of class formation. Apart from the great ideological and practical 
importance of such investigations, the material itself seems to be easily 
available, as most of the economically underdeveloped peoples of the 
world, available for direct observation by ethnographers recently, were 
living under conditions characteristic of this historical epoch. 

In various works by our western colleagues one can come across a 
misunderstanding of the category of the mode of production of ‘ma- 
terial goods’ as a form or direction of economy; by production relations 
they understand a form of organisation of labour, or distribution of 
labour within this economy. A concrete society is then identified with a 
socio-economic formation. As a result, every tribe is considered to be a 
formation." It is obvious that in this case the socio-economic forma- 
tion is not viewed as a category of logic, as a type of society and a stage 
in the objective and logical world history process. Terray, for instance, 
identifies socio-economic formation with the mode of production, and 
the latter is defined as a‘... three-part system: an economic base, a 
juridico-political superstructure, and an ideological superstructure. 
This economic base is, in its turn, a combination of a system of pro- 
ductive forces and a system of relations of production.”* Here the 


name of ‘economic base’ is given to the mode of production as a system - 


of productive relations together with particular productive forces. As is 
well-known, Marx and Engels saw the ‘economic basis’, the system 
of productive relations, as a basis for all other kinds of social relations 
existing in a given society. 

Such inaccuracies in the interpretation of the fundamentals of his- 
torical materialism are often explained as attempts to adapt them to the 
specific conditions of precapitalist societies, and in particular to primi- 
tive society. 

Western ethnographic writings often contain statements about the 
inapplicability of Marxist historicism to the study of primitive society. 
We believe that Soviet ethnographers in their work have succeeded in 
refuting these misconceptions. In the study of the life of peoples at 
different stages of their history they always trace the operation of one 
fundamental historical law according to which ‘the mode of production 
of material life conditions the social, political and intellectual life pro- 
cesses in general.’ Primitive society was no exception and developed on 
the same basis. It was not stagnant, but the rate of its development was 
very slow. 

Very important for our research is the following statement by Marx: 
‘Assume particular stages of development in production, commerce, 
and consumption, and you will have a corresponding social con- 
stitution, a corresponding organisation of the family or orders of 
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classes, in a word, a corresponding civil society. ”® 

The classics of Marxism kept stressing that the materialist approach 
to history as a scientific theory of historical process should be seen as a 
general method of studying social phenomena, and not as a means of 
constructing abstract historical conceptions. 

General sociological laws formulated by them do not exhaust all the 
diverse specific historical regularities. The founders of Marxism 
insisted on the necessity of concrete research into historical phenomena 
and events in order to reveal their objective interrelationship with other 
phenomena and facts, and to establish their essential traits. No general 
laws exist in their pure form. They operate under diverse conditions, 
embracing the unique traits of a given social and natural environment. 
They manifest themselves in various situations reflecting the dialects of 
the universality and diversity of historical processes. Comparative 
analysis reveals similarities of the objective tendencies in social 
development in spite of the diversity of natural environment, history 
and culture of ethnic and demographic structure of the given societies. 

In the social life of an ‘ethnos’ ethnographers attempt to trace the 
interdependence and interweaving of economic, political, and 
ideological processes. They try to reveal the specific features of the re- 
lationship between basis and superstructure under the conditions of 
different historical epochs of different formations, and the long-term 
determinative role of the economic movement. 

The diversity of the forms of social life of ‘ethnoses’ in one and the 
same historical epoch, demonstrated by ethnographic science, and the 
presence in the history of some of them of periods of stagnation and 
backward steps, do not contradict the Marxist understanding of his- 
tory, nor do they refute the Marxist interpretation of history. According 
to Lenin’s words, ‘it is undialectical, unscientific and theoretically 
wrong to regard the course of world history as smooth and always pro- 
gressive in direction, without occasional gigantic leaps back.’!” Engels 
also has noted that, ‘history often proceeds by leaps and zigzags.’!* It 
is the recognition of revolutionary leaps, retreats and zigzags that 
distinguishes Marxist historicism from unilinear evolutionism, which 
emphasises the continuity of slow changes in history of human society. 
Marxism does not canonise one unilinear order of historical events as 
the only possible order; it denies the idea of predestined necessity. Such 
Marxist categories as possibility and reality refute the above interpre- 
tations of Marxism. 

The method of historicism presupposes a thorough study of this or 
that process or phenomenon of social life in its historical perspective. 
Empirical knowledge and theoretical generalisations should be com- 
bined in such an inquiry. We do not accept the division of the science 
into two separate disciplines — ethnography as a ‘fact-gathering’ sci- 
ence and ethnology as a generalising one. However, Marxists do not 
deny the authority of fact. As Lenin stressed: ‘Marxism does not base 
itself on anything other than the facts of history and reality.’'? We only 
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object to factual work being confined to merely discovering and 
describing facts, without interpreting them from the point of view of the 
historic regularities which are revealed by those facts. Every historic 
fact represents the unity of the general and the specific. 

Accumulating facts is the first stage of a scientific investigation. 
Soviet ethnography, like any true science, comprises both a descriptive, 
empirical part and an ‘explanatory,’ theoretical part. Unimpeachable 
historical conceptions can and do grow only out of thorough factual 
studies. Materialistic understanding of history develops in corre- 
spondence with the concrete historical situation, as a result of the 
analysis of new facts and phenomena. This is the essence of Marxist his- 
toricism. 

This approach is, however, often criticised as a method of ‘pre- 
conceived schemes’ and ‘opinions.’ Usually what is meant by these 
preconceived opinions and schemes are the sociological laws discovered 
by the founders of Marxism. This unfounded criticism on the part of the 
advocates of pure fact has often been denounced by many western 
scholars?° who demonstrated by concrete evidence that the very choice 
of facts, their first rough classification, is based on certain philosophical 
promises and theoretical hypotheses of the researcher. 

This unity of the concrete factual and general theoretical side of 
research is part of the Marxist teaching concerning the relationship 
between theory and practice, science and life. It also concerns science 
as a generalisation of experience. Another aspect of this teaching is the 
recognition of the fact that the knowledge of historical experience pro- 
vides real possibilities of foreseeing the future and for planning it. In 
western literature this idea is often distorted and presented as 
‘politicisation’ of social science, which threatens its ‘honesty’ and ‘objec- 
tivity.’ According to Harris, science should be above ‘class interests. ‘ap 
One might ask Harris to explain the ‘class-independent’ position from 
which he blackens Marxists, denounces Marx as a revolutionary, and 
refutes his teaching concerning proletarian revolutions? As the clas- 
sics of Marxism established, the whole written history of mankind, 
except for the primitive epoch, is the history of class struggle. That is 
why Soviet ethnographers in their study of social phenomena of class 
societies, including early class societies, proceed from the assumption 
that the substance of a phenomenon or of an institution, or a custom 
under investigation, cannot be understood without the analysis of 
class relations in the given society. Lenin emphasises that no re- 
searcher describing social relations in a class society ‘can help taking 
the side of one class or another. 2? There is no such thing as objectivity 
independent of class — this has been stated in many western writings.”° 

The historical method of Soviet ethnography was especially pro- 
ductive when applied to the study of the genesis of ethnoses, the periods 
in the ethnic history of peoples, and their relation to the general history 
of mankind.**Soviet scholars single out three types of ethnic com- 
munities which succeeded one another in the process of history, they 
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are tribes, nationalities, and nations. All these bore their specific 
features in different historical epochs of different socio-economic for- 
mations. 

Much has been done by Soviet scholars to establish the regularities of 
the social development of mankind. In the ethnic and social features ofa 
given ethnos, Soviet scholars see a display of the ethnically specific, and 
the specific is seen as the manifestation of the general laws of develop- 
ment of ethnic processes. The vast experience of nation building in such 
a multinational state as the USSR provided Soviet scholars with a mass 
of material and allowed them to work out a scientific typology of ethnic 
processes, to reveal the factors and rate of their development, and to 
specify stages of their history. 

Comparative investigations of ethnic communities of various types 
have led these scholars to the conclusion that all the spheres of social life 
of the early ethnic communities — tribes — were permeated with specific 
ethnic features; that is why the tribal life as a whole has been the object 
of ethnographers’ attention. At the subsequent stages ethnic peculi- 
arities manifest themselves on a narrower scale. Nationalities still 
perpetuate them in their languages, traditional material and spiritual cul- 
ture etc; but at the national level, ethnic character manifests itself most 
vividly in the consciousness of ethnic identity, which thus approaches 
the sphere of ethnic psychology. Having established that ethnic pro- 
cesses are slower than socio-economic ones, Soviet ethnographers, 
however, find it possible to reveal the ethnic specificity in other spheres 
of the social life of modern nations. 

The priority of Soviet scholars in the investigation of ethnic problems 
has been recognised in the ethnographic literature of the West. I would 
mention here a recent statement of a noted Norwegian scholar, 
Gjessing, who wrote that ‘ethnogenesis was never respected in western 
European anthropology, while in the USSR and Eastern European 
countries ethnohistory and ethnogenesis occupy a respectable place. ”° 

It is the Marxist historical approach to the social life of ethnoses that 
allows Soviet scholars to contribute markedly to the study of ethnic pro- 
cesses, including the problems of ethnogenesis. 

In conclusion it should be noted that the work done by Soviet schol- 
ars in the field of ethnic history of peoples is not identical with what in 
the USA is called ‘ethnohistory.’ The latter, as far as I know, means the 
study of the past history of ethnoses on the basis of joint archaeological 
and ethnographic data and written sources. In the USSR this kind of 
investigation is called ‘historical ethnography.’ As for the subject- 
matter of ethnic history, it is the study of ethnic processes throughout 
the whole history of an ethnos. 
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YU. I. SEMENOV 


The theory of socio-economic formations and 
world history* 


I 


The materialist conception of history is above all a way of seeing history 
as a natural-historical process, as the development and succession of 
socio-economic formations. Thus the concept of socio-economic 
formations naturally becomes the central and basic category of histori- 
cal materialism. It is not possible to reach the heart of the materialist 
theory of the historical process without a deep understanding of this 
notion. 

‘Socio-economic formations’ are defined as stages in the develop- 
ment of society, regularly succeeding each other in a strictly defined 
order. The definition may seem clear and simple; this simplicity is, however, 
deceptive, for it is not clear just how the word ‘society’ is being used. In 
philosophical and historical literature, the word has not one, but 
various meanings. 

For one thing, it can be used to describe a concrete and distinct so- 
ciety. Such a society can be, in considerable measure, an independent 
unit in historical development. It is in this sense that the word is used 
when one speaks for instance, of Lagash, Athenian, Carthaginian, Ven- 
etian, French and Polish societies. In an earlier work I have suggested 
that, in this sense, we should use the expression ‘social organism’. 

Secondly, the word ‘society’ is often used to indicate one or another 
concrete totality of social organisms. For instance, one speaks of the 
society of North American Indians, the society of Australian abor- 
igines, or about western European or Near Eastern societies. 

Thirdly, the term ‘society’ is used to designate all existing social 
organisms, past and present, i.e. to describe all human society as a 
whole. In this sense, one normally attaches the adjective ‘human’ to it. 

Fourthly and finally, the word is also used to designate society as 
such, or this or that type of society. 

It is only possible to make clear the proper meaning of the socio- 

* Translated by Ernest Gellner. The translator has used the expressions ‘global 


system’ and ‘world system’ interchangeably (for stylistic reasons), whereas only one ex- 
pression occurs in the original Russian. 
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economic formation, as a stage of historical development, by con- 
sidering the genesis of this notion. 

Human society has always represented the sum of a good number of 
distinct concrete societies, i.e. social organisms. Correspondingly its 
development, i.e. global history, is composed of a multiplicity of histo- 
ries of these social organisms. 

In the history of mankind, it is never possible to find wholly similar 
social organisms. Every single society has its own particular traits, 
which distinguish it from all others. Individuality and unreplicability 
also distinguish the development of every social organism. Every dis- 
tinct society has its own history, which is different from the history of all 
other social organisms. The history of Athens differs from the history of 
Rome, the history of England from that of France, the history of Russia 
from that of China. 

It was above all the uniqueness of the history of individual societies 
which impressed historians prior to Marx. Hence global history ap- 
peared to them as the endless cumulation of events, devoid of any kind 
of order. It was not possible to overcome the chaos and arbitrariness 
governing visions of history without uncovering that which is common 
to social organisms, and finding that which repeats itself in their devel- 
opment. 

Pre-Marxist thinkers repeatedly made efforts in this direction. 
Sociologists, for instance, endeavoured to find a concept which would 
contain that which is common to all social organisms without exception, 
and which would express the fundamental traits of any given con- 
crete society. The concept which they obtained by means of abstracting 
from the traits which distinguish one society from another, only re- 
sulted in empty abstractions, devoid of scientific value. Lenin provided 
a profound and brilliant account of the indefensible nature of this kind 
of idea.? There were also efforts to group social organisms together in 
species and to define their types. But all these efforts proved abortive, 
because sociologists and historians failed to separate the fundamental 
aspects of social life from inessential and secondary ones. It is easy to 
see that no classification of social organisms, which is based on second- 
ary characteristics, can approach an understanding of the development 
of society. As for the numerous attempts to show repetition in the evol- 
ution of single societies, they never reached further than one form or 
another of ‘cyclicalism’. 

Social organisms do not merely exist and develop. They merge into 
existence, and not infrequently they disintegrate, perish, disappear. 
Literally before our very eyes there emerged from the ruins of Hitler’s 
‘Third Reich’ two new, previously non-existent social organisms — the 
German Democratic Republic and the German Federal Republic. 
Before our eyes Pakistan, as it had existed since its emergence in 1947, 
disappeared, and in its place two new social organisms were formed, 
one retaining the old name, the other adopting a new one: the Republic 
of Bangladesh. If we turn to more distant periods, we find that the 
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emergence and disappearance of social organisms constitutes the most 
common of phenomena. The Hittite and Assyrian empires, the Athen- 
ian and Carthaginian republics, the Roman empire, etc. all emerged, 
grew, flourished, and then weakened and disappeared forever. 

These and similar facts were at the root of the idea to which could 
make all social organisms (or their systems) pass through the same 
stages of development: they emerge, grow, reach maturity, age and, 
finally, perish. Global history then appears as the monotonous rep- 
etition of the very same processes, as the eternal movement of a wheel. 
In its time the emergence of this type of theory was in part connected 
with the effort to find at least some kind of order in history, and in this 
sense represented a definite contribution to the development of histori- 
cal thought. This applies particularly to Vico and his Scienzia Nuova 
(1725). In our time, when the materialist conception of history has been 
in existence a long time, all kinds of ‘cyclical’ conceptions play a reac- 
tionary role. Their essence has now become the repudiation of the unity 
of the global historical process, and its fragmentation into basically dis- 
connected histories of distinct social organisms or their groupings, 
which are then usually called civilisations. 

But contrary to all theories of circularity, historical evidence bears 
such vivid testimony to the progress of mankind as a whole, as could 
hardly escape the attention of historians. Marx’s predecessors notably 
perceived, in a highly defined form, the gradual development of human 
society. This insight found its expression in the delimitation of the basic 
epochs of global history. World-historical epochs such as the ancient, 
mediaeval and modern were already defined by the Italian human- 
ist-historians of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries (Bruni, Biondo, 
Machiavelli and others). Furthermore this three-term division came to 
be refined, and from the turn of the eighteenth and nineteenth cen- 
turies, historians came ever more frequently to treat the ancient east as 
a distinct period. This periodicisation of history had, for a considerable 
time, a merely empirical nature. A step forward towards endowing 
each of the three terms in the first-cited typology with theoretical 
import was taken by Saint-Simon, who related each of them to a defi- 
nite social system: the ancient one was based on slavery, the mediaeval 
on feudalism, in which the labourer was tied to land and only indirectly 
belonged to the landowner, and the modern on the ‘industrial’ system, 
based on hired labour. Another significant effort was undertaken in this 
direction by Hegel in his Philosophy of History (1822-1831). 


II 


Arevolution in conceptions of history arose when Marx and Engels suc- 
ceeded in isolating, from all the other multiform social relations, just 
those which came into being independently of the will and knowledge of 
man and which determine their views, aims, strivings, their actions and 
comportment and thereby also all other social relations. These objec- 
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tive, material relations are the productive, socio-economic relations. 
Inevery concrete society, productive relations constitute a more or less 
integral whole, which is the base, the foundation of all other social re- 
lations, and thereby also of the entire social organism. 

The separation of productive relations from all the others at the same 
time also amounted to the uncovering of the existence of some of their 
basic forms. It thus becomes clear that distinct social organisms could 
either have the same socio-economic structure. i.e. one constituted by 
relations of the same kind, or possess diverse structures, constituted by 
social relations of diverse types. In so far as productive relations are the 
fundamental, determinative ones, all individual societies, which have 
as their basis one and the same system of socio-economic relations, not- 
withstanding all their differences, in reality represent one and the same 
society, belong to one and the same type. On the other hand, social 
organisms with different socio-economic structures, whatever similari- 
ties they might display, are essentially distinct and relate to different 
types of society. 

In this way, by means of the identification of productive relations as 
the basis of any given society and the discovery of several qualitatively 
different systems of such relations, the enormous number of social 
organisms was reduced to several basic types, to be called socio- 
economic formations. Lenin wrote: ‘. . . the analysis of material social 
relations provided the possibility of linking the repetitions and regular- 
ities, and of subsuming the social orders of various countries under the 
unitary conception of social formations. 2 

The concept of socio-economic formations is not reducible simply to 
the idea of a social type. It is markedly more complex and many-sided. 
But one of its aspects is ever rooted in the fact that it is a concept of 
social species, which has as its base a definite type, a definite system of 
productive relations. This concept always brings home, on the one 
hand, the basic identity of all social organisms which have as their foun- 
dation one and the same system of productive relations, and on the 
other hand, the basic differences between concrete societies possessing — 
diverse socio-economic structures. 

The concept of socio-economic formations is altogether inseparable 
from the concept of concrete socio-economic formations. Without the 
concept of concrete types of society there neither is nor can be any con- 
cept of a type of society in general. It is evident that a socio-economic 
formation always exists as a concrete, definite socio-economic forma- 
tion, which finds its existence only in definite societies, or social 
organisms. The relation of socio-economic formations to social organ- 
isms is essentially the relationship of the general to the specific. Lenin 
wrote: ‘The general exists only in the specific and through it. Every- 
thing specific is (in one way or another) general. Anything general is 
(part, aspect or essence of) the specific. * 

A socio-economic formation has no independent being. A type of so- 
ciety can only exist in concrete societies of the given type. Any concrete 
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socio-economic formation exists not alongside specific societies, but 
only in these very social organisms. It exists as their profound and 
shared basis, their internal essence, and thereby as their species. Lenin 
saw Marx’s great achievement in that he ‘did not confine himself to 
describing the existing system, to judging and condemning it; he gave a 
scientific explanation of it, reducing that existing system, which differs 
in diverse European and non-European countries, to a common basis — 
the capitalist social formation.” 

The common elements shared by social organisms, falling under the 
same socio-economic formation, naturally are not exhausted by their 
socio-economic structure. But what in the end unites all these social 
organisms, and above all determines their inclusion in one type, is the 
presence within them of one and the same system of productive re- 
lations. All else that binds them together derives from this fundamental 
shared trait. It was for this reason particularly that Lenin repeatedly 
defined the socio-economic formation as the sum of systems of definite 
productive relations.® At the same time, he never reduced the diverse 
socio-economic formations altogether to the system of their productive 
relations. According to him, each socio-economic formation was 
always the species of any society, when all its aspects were seen jointly. 
In the same work he characterises the system of productive relations as 
the ‘skeleton’ of socio-economic formations, which is always clothed in 
the ‘flesh and blood’ of other social relations.’ 

But this ‘skeleton’ always includes the essence of one or another 
socio-economic formation. Productive relations are objective and ma- 
terial. Accordingly, the system constituted by those relations is also 
material. And this means that this system operates and develops in 
accordance with its own laws, which are independent of the recognition 
and will of men who live within that system of relations. Given laws 
appear as laws of the functioning and development of socio-economic 
formations. The introduction of the notion of the socio-economic for- 
mation made it possible first of all to see the evolution of man as a 
natural-historical process, and made it possible to highlight not merely 
that which is common amongst social organisms, but also and at the 
same time that which is repetitive in their development. 

All social organisms, which belong to one and the same formation, 
and have as their basis one and the same system of productive relations, 
are inevitably bound to develop in accordance with the same laws. 
However much contemporary England and Portugal, or contemporary 
Italy and Japan may differ from each other, they all represent bourgeois 
social organisms, and their development is defined by the same laws — 
the laws of capitalism. 

The most serious task of science is the uncovering of the laws of the 
function and development of all socio-economic formations, i.e. the for- 
mulation of a theory of all formations. In relation to capitalism this task 
was carried out by Marx. The only path which can lead to the formula- 
tion of a theory of this or that formation is that which first uncovers 
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those basic and general features which manifest themselves in the de- 
velopment of all organisms of that particular type. It is quite clear that 
one cannot uncover the shared features in phenomena unless one ab- 
stracts from the differences between them. It is only possible to lay bare 
the inner objective necessity of any given real process if one frees it from 
that concrete-historical form in which it manifests itself, and if one pre- 
sents that process in its ‘pure’ form in its logical type, i.e. in a form in 
which it can only exist for theoretical comprehension. 

Whereas concrete socio-economic formations exist in historical re- 
ality only when incarnated in social organisms, within theory the inner 
essence of single societies appears in a pure form, as something existing 
independently; as the ideal social organism of a given type. Marx’s 
Capital may serve as an example. In that work, the function and devel- 
opment of capitalist society is considered, not as a definite society, e.g. 
the English, French or Italian, but as capitalist society in general. And 
the development of this ideal capitalism (the pure bourgeois socio- 
economic formation), represents nothing but the reproduction of the 
inner necessity, or objective regularity of the evolution of every particu- 
lar capitalist society.Other social formations also appear in theory as 
ideal social organisms. It is for this reason in particular that Lenin, 
jointly with the characterisation of socio-economic formations as the 
general basis of individual societies, also called them: ‘distinct social 
organisms, possessing distinct laws of their own emergence, function- 
ing and transition to other forms, of transformation into other social 
organisms.” 

It is quite clear that a socio-economic formation in the pure sense, i.. 
as a distinct social organism, can exist only in theory, but not in histori- 
cal reality. In history, it exists in distinct societies as their inner essence, 
their objective basis. A failure to see this can lead to theoretical errors. 
Thus, for instance, certain Soviet historians, having failed to find in his- 
tory pure, ideal socio-economic formations, reached the conclusion 
that formations do not exist in reality at all, that they represent only 
logical, theoretical constructions.? The endeavour to avoid such a con- 
clusion led several other scholars to the direct, immediate identification 
of socio-economic formations with actually existing social organisms, 
with distinct concrete societies. The inevitable consequences were a 
schematisation, a simplification, and thereby a distortion of the historic 
process, the transformation of the theory of formations from a method 
of inquiry into a straitjacket into which historic facts had to be 
forced. Either of these approaches is equally misguided. Either can lead 
to arepudiation of the materialist conception of history. 


Ill 


So far we have spoken of socio-economic formations only as types of so- 
ciety, or social organisms. But they manifest themselves not merely as 
types of society. Every system of productive relations is connected with 
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a definite level of the development of productive forces. Definite pro- 
ductive forces, together with a definite system of productive relations, 
constitute a unity — one or other of the modes of production. Hence it is 
possible to define a socio-economic formation as a type of society, which 
has as its foundation a definite mode of production. With the develop- 
ment of productive forces a system of productive relations is sooner or 
later replaced by another, more progressive one, which brings with 
itself the replacement of one type of society by another higher type. 

What follows is that socio-economic formations are types of society 
which at the same time constitute definite stages in the gradual devel- 
opment of society. Correspondingly, the evolution of human society is 
nothing but the natural-historical process of the development and re- 
placement of socio-economic formations. 

The concept of socio-economic formations arose at the same time an 
idea of types of societies and of stages of social development. The foun- 
dation for the definition of socio-economic formations was laid by the 
delimitation, by pre-Marxist historians, of the basic epochs of global 
history: ancient oriental, ancient and mediaeval. Marx endowed this 
purely empirical classification with a theoretical basis. 

The period of history in which the founders of Marxism lived was 
marked by the existence of social organisms based on the system of 
capitalist productive relations, the bourgeois mode of production. 
Capitalism celebrated its victory over feudalism before their very eyes. 
The capitalist social organisms, typical of modern Europe, were alto- 
gether absent from the middle ages. Specific to that period were feudal 
organisms with a feudal mode of production. In the earlier, or ancient 
period even feudal organisms were absent. It was the time of the exist- 
ence of social organisms based on the slave-owning mode of production. 
The nature of productive relations which were at the root of ancient 
oriental social organism remained obscure in many ways during the 
1850s. However, their shared idiosyncrasy and, at the same time, their 
qualitative differentiation, not merely from feudal and bourgeois, but 
also from ancient slave-owning societies, were not questioned at the 
time by Marx. 

For this very reason he terminated his remarkable summary of the 
essence of the materialist conception of history in his Preface to the 
Critique of Political Economy with the words: 


In general outline, the Asiatic, ancient, feudal, and contemporary, 
bourgeois modes of production can be designated as successive 
epochs of the economic social formation. Bourgeois productive re- 
lations appear as the last antagonistic form of the social process, 
antagonistic not in the sense of individual antagonism, but in the 
sense of an antagonist arising from the social conditions of the life of 
individuals; but the productive forces emerging in the bosom of bour- 
geois society will also create the conditions for the resolution of this 
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antagonism. Hence with the bourgeois social formation the prehis- 
tory of human society comes to a close.'® 


Antagonistic social formations, in Marx’s view, were preceded by 
pre-class, primitive society, and were destined to be succeeded by class- 
less, communist society. 

The scheme of the succession of socio-economic formations is 
accepted in its basic features by all Marxist scholars. The one contested 
element in it is the ‘asiatic’ mode of production and correspondingly the 
asiatic socio-economic formation. For a considerable time the asiatic 
formation was excluded from the schema, and ancient oriental social 
organisms were interpreted as slave-owning ones, i.e. as belonging to 
the same type as ancient societies. In recent years a vigorous discussion 
has taken place concerning the socio-economic structure of the ancient 
east. Many of the participants upheld the view that at the root of 
ancient oriental social organisms, there were distinctive antagonistic 
productive relations, distinguishable from both slave-owning and feu- 
dal ones, not to mention capitalist ones. Others did not accept this view. 
Even now a considerable proportion of Soviet scholars continues to 
view ancient oriental societies as slave-owning ones. Thus this issue 
remains open. 

In this connection one must stress that neither solution of this prob- 
lem is in conflict with the materialist concept of history, for in either 
case, the contention that human history is the natural-historical pro- 
cess of the evolution and succession of socio-economic formations, 
remains unshakeable. The question as to whether there were, in the 
ancient orient, socio-economic class formations distinct from slave- 
owning ones, is an issue of fact and not of principle. 


IV 


Another problem does however constitute an issue of principle. What 
did the socio-economic formations really represent, as stages of histori- 
cal development, and in what manner did their succession occur in 
historical reality? At the level of theory, socio-economic formations 
appear as distinct social organisms, and their succession appears as the 
replacement of one such organism by another. Pure socio-economic 
formations appear in it as successive forms of existence of pure human so- 
ciety in general, constituting in itself one continuous social organism. 
But in reality, socio-economic formations do not appear as distinct 
social organisms; nor does human society as a whole constitute a single 
social organism. It has always constituted a multiplicity of social organ- 
isms, which emerge, develop and disappear. Such a discrepancy 
between theory and reality is inescapable. We have already noted 
above, that at the level of theory, any given historical process appears in 
its pure, ideal aspect, in its logical form. As Engels showed, logic is 
‘nothing but the reflection of the historical process in an abstract and 
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theoretically consistent form; a reflection which is corrected, but the 
correction corresponds to those laws which are given by historical pro- 
cess itself, so that every element is seen at the points of its development 
at which it reaches its full maturity and its classical form’.!! So the 
theory of socio-economic formations is the reflection of the process of 
the development of human society in an abstract and theoretically con- 
sistent form. 

The theory of every distinct social formation reflects the objective 
necessity of the development of all social organisms which have at their 
base the corresponding given system of productive relations. It is clear 
that the theory of socio-economic formations reproduces the objective 
necessity of the development of all social organisms in general, i.e. of all 
human society as a whole. But this contention requires refinement. One 
possibility is that, when we speak of all social organisms of a given type, 
we mean every one of them taken individually. But what have we in 
mind, when we speak of all social organisms on the second assumption: 
do we mean each social organism, taken in isolation, or do we mean all 
social organisms taken jointly? The interpretation of the theory of 
socio-economic formations hinges on the answer to this question. If we 
adopt the former alternative, the theory of socio-economic formations 
presents itself to us as the realisation of the inner necessity of the devel- 
opment of each social organism taken on its own. In the latter case, 
however, the evolution of a pure human society, the successive stages of 
which are pure socio-economic formations, is presented to us as the ac- 
tualisation of the inner objective logic of the development of all social 
organisms taken jointly. 

This question was not posed with clarity in Marxist philosophical 
and historical writings for a long time. But in practice an answer to it 
was always propounded. The overwhelming majority of scholars, often 
without clearly realising it themselves, in one way or another in the final 
analysis inclined towards the first solution. The treatment of the 
succession of social formations as successive changes of the type of indi- 
vidual social organism, corresponded all in all with the facts of 
European history, beginning with later feudalism. The replacement of 
feudalism by capitalism took place as a rule in the form of a qualitative 
transformation of existing social organisms. Qualitatively transformed 
from feudal into bourgeois, social organisms at the same time survived 
as such, as distinct units of historical development. France, for 
instance, transformed itself from a feudal into a bourgeois society, but 
at the same time preserved itself as France. Late-feudal and bourgeois 
France, notwithstanding all differences, do have something in com- 
mon: they appear as successive stages of the evolution of French society. 
The transition from capitalism to socialism also generally has the form 
of the qualitative transformation of an existing social organism. 

This made it possible to treat the theory of socio-economic forma- 
tions as the actualisation of the development of each social organism 
taken on its own. The identification for practical purposes of the 
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development of society as a whole, with the development of each society 
individually, was aided by the above-noted plurality of meanings of ‘so- 
ciety’. The replacement of the notion of human society in general by 
that of social organism was virtually imperceptible. The consequence 
was the construction of the view of history of human society as the 
summation of the histories of a definite number of social organisms. Admit- 
tedly, the representatives of such a viewpoint spoke not of social 
organisms, but of ‘nations’ or ‘countries’. This however does not affect 
the heart of the matter. The main point is that the succession of forma- 
tions was presented as a process taking place exclusively within social 
organisms, and the formations themselves were conceived as the stages 
in the evolution of distinct concrete societies. Naturally, given such a 
view of socio-economic formations, based on their role as stages both of 
distinct societies and also of humanity of large, their inevitability can 
only appear as their applicability to all social organisms, as universa- 
lity. The only basis for treating socio-economic formations as relevant 
for human society in general would then be the requirement that each 
individual society passes through them. 

Of course, scholars who, consciously or unconsciously, adhered to 
such a view could not fail to see that there are facts incompatible with 
their conceptions. But amongst all such possible facts, they turned their 
attention to those which could be characterised as ‘exceptions’, as the 
omission by one nation or another of this or that socio-economic forma- 
tion. Such an ‘exception’ they interpreted as an ever-possible or even 
inevitable deviation from the norm, brought about by the combination 
of some exceptional circumstances. But the matter is really much more 
complex. 

Social organisms are known within which the feudal formation was 
replaced by capitalism, and the latter by socialism, but it is difficult to 
find any within which slave-owning was replaced by feudalism. The 
slave-owning social organisms of the ancient period did not transform 
themselves in the course of development into feudal ones, i.e. they did 
not ‘pass over’ into a higher stage, but disappeared, perished. It was not 
they, but new social organisms altogether, which emerged on their 
‘ruins’, and which became feudal. Thus slave-owning society does not 
appear as a stage of the inner development of distinct societies, of social 
organisms. In so far as a considerable number of Soviet historians 
adhered to the conception of succession of stages outlined above, so the 
emergence of this fact appeared to them as equivalent to the demon- 
stration of the proof that the slave-owning formation is not a regular 
stage of the evolution of human society. In the eyes of some of them 
ancient society emerged as a lateral, blind-alley branch of the main- 
stream of history.’ 

Moreover, antiquity is not exceptional. In general all global history, 
right up to late feudalism, presents itself to us not at all in the form ofa 
process of transitions from stage to stage of a definite number of social 
organisms existing continuously, but as a process of the emergence, de- 
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velopment and extinction of many social organisms. These co-exist not 
merely in space, alongside each other, but also in time, one after 
another. History knows no single social organism, which having once 
emerged, then ‘passed through’ all formations. Instead one knows an 
enormous number of social organisms, in the internal development of 
which a transition from one formation to another had no place what- 
ever. In other words, in relation to these organisms, formations appear 
not as stages of their internal development, but only as their species. 
The majority of social organisms of the ancient world and of the early 
middle ages belong to this category. 

This is particularly evident from the example of the ancient orient, 
all of whose history offers a process of the successive emergence and 
disappearance of social organisms and whole conglomerates of such 
organisms (the city-states of Sumer, Old Babylonia, New Babylonia, the 
Empires of the Medes, Urartu, Elam, Mittani and others). It is possible 
to disagree about the nature of the socio-economic structure of the 
ancient orient, but it seems unquestionable that the newly emergent 
social organisms belong to the same type as those which perished. Thus 
if we find, when we consider the history of Europe from the sixteenth to 
the twentieth centuries, a change in type of social organisms, while the 
organisms themselves preserve their identity as definite units of histori- 
cal development, then the very opposite is characteristic of the ancient 
east: we see the emergence and disappearances of social organisms as 
units of historical development without any change of type, of alloca- 
tion to species of formation. 

These and similar facts prove indisputably not merely that there is no 
social organism that would have ‘passed through’ all formations, but 
also that there is no socio-economic formation, at any rate of a class 
type, through which all social organisms would have ‘passed’. In 
essence this applies even to the primitive-communal formation, which 
is customarily seen as the one truly universal stage of development, 
which could in no case be missed out by any nation or country. How- 
ever, one must not forget that the transition from a pre-class society 
to a class-endowed one never took place in the form of a qualitative 
transformation of any given, already existing social organism, as its 
metamorphosis from a pre-class into a class society. It was always a 
process of disruption of an old pre-class social organism and the 
emergence of new, previously non-existent class-endowed societies. 
Thus pre-class and the original class social formations never appeared as 
stages of the inner development of any given and defined social organ- 
ism. This claim is not much affected by whether we speak in terms of 
‘nations’ or ‘countries’. For concrete nations and countries (unless the latter 
is used simply as a geographical expression) do not last for ever, but 
emerge and disappear. For instance, could one really say without quali- 
fication that the Russians, Germans, French and English ‘passed 
through’ the stage of primitive-communal structure, when it is well 
known that all these nations were formed long after the emergence of 
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class-endowed society, and in the course of its subsequent develop- 
ment. Furthermore, at the time of the disintegration of primitive 
communal structure, there were as yet no Russians, Byelorussians or 
Ukrainians, but Kriviachki, Biatichi, Polians, Dregovichi, Slovenes and 
other East Slavonic ethnic groups. The existence of an overall continu- 
ity between the Novgorodian Slovenes, Kriviachki, and Biatichi on the 
one hand, and the Great Russians on the other, must not obscure the 
fact that we are here dealing not with one and the same ethnic com- 
munity, but with different ones. 

At present, the ‘non-universality’ of the slave-owning social forma- 
tion is officially recognised by Soviet historians.!* But, in the same 
sense, the feudal and capitalist formations are not universal either. In 
consequence, several Soviet historians reached the conclusion that not 
only the slave-owning, but also all other formations, represent not 
regular steps in the history of society, but only types of society.'* This 
was nothing less than a repudiation of the theory of socio-economic 
formations. 


Vv 


The above-cited and similar facts are invoked by historians and socio- 
logists representing non-Marxist positions to justify the rejection of the 
theory of socio-economic formations. This theory appears to them 
frequently as a purely conceptual schema, in conflict with historical re- 
ality. But in fact the contradiction with history does not apply at all to 
the theory of socio-economic formations, but only to the interpretation 
of it analysed above, which turns it into an account of the internal regu- 
larity of the development of every social organism treated as a distinct 
unit. 

At the base of such an interpretation there lies a view of the history of 
human society as a simple summation of the histories of separate social 
organisms, each of which develops independently. The unity of the 
global historical process is thereby reduced almost exclusively to the 
generality of the laws which operate in every social organism, and 
thereby to the identity of their development. Correspondingly the 
theory of social formations is understood as the reflection of the identity 
of the development of all social organisms. 

But in fact the history of human society, composed of the history of 
distinct societies, does constitute a single whole, not reducible to the 
sum of the developments of individual societies. And likewise the theory of 
socio-economic formations expresses the unity of the global historic 
process. It expresses the inner objective necessity of the development, 
not of every social organism taken separately, but of all social organ- 
isms taken together, i.e. the evolution of the total human society seen as 
a single whole. 

It follows that socio-economic formations are above all stages of the 
general development of human society. The history of every social 
organism is but a small part of the history of the whole of human so- 
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ciety. Above all, that which applies to the whole need not apply to each 
of the parts of which the whole is composed. The development of the 
parts of social organisms, cannot but differ from the development of the 
whole. All socio-economic formations can be ‘passed through’ only by 
human society as a whole, and not by the distinct social organisms of 
which it is composed. Some socio-economic formations may be repre- 
sented in the history of specific organisms, and others in the history of 
altogether different ones. And if some or other social organisms 
perished and disappeared, this does not signify in the least that their 
development did not embody one or other regular stage of the develop- 
ment of human society as a whole. 

One has to remember that the very conception of socio-economic for- 
mations, as stages of development, arose not as a result of comparing 
the histories of distinct social organisms and eliciting their stages, 
which would then apply to all without exception, but by means of un- 
covering that which distinguishes one epoch of global history from 
another. It is only by considering these epochs that one can understand 
what socio-economic formations really mean as steps in the evolution of 
society as a whole, and also understand how their succession and re- 
placement take place. 

Only in the primitive epoch did all social organisms belong to the 
same type. From the moment of the emergence of the first class- 
endowed societies, there have always simultaneously existed — as is the 
case now — social organisms belonging not to one type, but to a diversity 
of types. This being so, on what basis can one say that human society as 
a whole finds itself in this or that stage of its development and what are 
the objective criteria which enable one to judge in precisely which of 
these stages it finds itself? The classification of a distinct social organ- 
ism as belonging to one or another formation is decided by seeing what 
system of productive relations is found at its base. But what can one say 
of human society as a whole, if the social organisms which compose it 
belong to diverse types? 

If one adhered to the view of socio-economic formations above all as 
similar stages of the development of distinct societies, then the criterion 
could only be quantitative. One can assign society as a whole to that 
stage of development which corresponds to the majority of social organ- 
isms existing at that moment, or which corresponds to the conditions 
under which the majority of mankind lives at that time. 

The concept of human society as a single whole also reveals the 
possibility of quite another approach. 

Social organisms of one kind or another as a rule do not exist in isola- 
tion. More often than not a definite number of social organisms of one 
type forma more or less coherent whole. In this case the systems of pro- 
ductive relations, found at the base of each of them, appear as parts of a 
more or less unified economic whole. And the social organisms are 
united in such a case not only by the mere identity of economic struc- 
tures, as is the case when they do not form a system, but also by the 
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presence of a unified economic base. Thus socio-economic formations 
exist not only in distinct societies but above all in systems of such soci- 
eties. They are species not only of social organisms, but of whole 
systems. 

Systems of social organisms of a given type can differ not only in 
scale, but also in the extent of their influence on neighbouring social 
organisms and systems. Social organisms of a single type did not 
constitute a single pan-global system even in the period of primitive so- 
ciety. It was characteristic of that type of society that a multiplicity of 
local systems of social organisms was in existence, no single one of 
which stood out from the rest. In consequence of the previously noted 
unequal development, not to mention other factors, a single pan-global 
system of social organisms of one type could not exist in the subsequent 
periods either, and this continues to be the case right up to our time. 

But if it is not possible to speak of pan-global systems of social 
organisms of one type, then, after the transition to class society, it is 
possible to speak of global systems, i.e. those which were centres of the 
global-historic development, the existence of which is, even if not 
at once, at least in the final analysis, discernible in the total march of 
human history. 


vi 


The transition from pre-class to class society did not take place, as is 
well known, simultaneously throughout all the areas of human settle- 


ment. At first class-endowed society formed itself fully only in two 
delimited areas, the Nile valley and the area between the rivers Tigris and 
Euphrates. Thus there emerged the first regional centres of historical 
development surrounded by a historic periphery which remained back- 
ward in its development. 

The subsequent development of mankind followed on the one hand 
the line of the emergence of new independent regional centres of his- 
toric development (the valleys of the Indus and the Hwang Ho) and on 
the other the line of formation of a broad system of class societies, em- 
bracing the entire Near East. The Near Eastern system of class societies, 
embracing Egypt and Mesopotamia, cannot be described as one of 
many regional centres of historical development. It constituted the 
centre of global-historical development and in that sense appeared not 
as a regional, but as a global system. With the formation of this system, 
class relations came to dominate the development of human society asa 
whole. One epoch of global history — the primitive — was finally and ir- 
reversibly replaced by a new one, the epoch of the ancient east. It is 
characterised by the fact that in it, the first class-endowed socio- 
economic formation assumes a leading role in the history of mankind. 
Following Marx, we shall call this the ‘asiatic’ formation. 

The most striking peculiarity of the development of class society of 
the ancient east is the perpetual transformation of the political map, the 
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extinction of some and the emergence of other governmental forma- 
tions. One of the main reasons for this is the alternation, characteristic 
of all countries of the ancient east, of periods of the existence of strong 
social organisms, and thereby also of strong centralised despotisms, 
with periods of their disintegration into smaller social and hence also 
governmental formations. '° 

In this connection one must stress that, whereas in modern history 
the concepts ‘country’ and ‘social organism’ generally coincide in cer- 
tain contexts, this is quite different in the ancient east. One and the 
same country could at one period be one social organism, and in 
another constitute a combination of semi-independent or even indepen- 
dent social organisms. Roughly the same can also be said of the 
concepts ‘social organism’ and ‘state’. If in later and modern history 
every social organism as a rule also appears as a state, then in the 
ancient east matters were more complex. The boundaries of a state 
could coincide with those of a social organism, or fail to coincide with it. 

As shown, it was a law of the development of the asiatic formation 
that there was an alteration of periods of the existence of great social 
organisms and of their disintegration into smaller ones. It is quite clear 
that this could not be synchronised throughout all the countries of the 
Near East. At that time, whilst one area experienced the formation and 
existence of great social organisms, others could find themselves in a 
state of decline. All this favoured the transformations of the political 
map. 

Great social organisms, at the height of their power and as a result of 
a series of victorious wars of conquest, could subdue a considerable 
number of other smaller, or weakened large social organisms. Hence 
enormous empires arose, constituting complex conglomerates of social 
organisms of diverse kinds. They could also embrace, jointly with class- 
endowed social organisms, regions inhabited by peoples finding 
themselves at the stage of the disintegration of clan or tribal society, i.e. 
regions of the historic periphery. This situation speeded up the forma- 
tion of class societies in those regions, and extended the area of the 
centre of historical development at the expense of the periphery. 

It is quite clear that the empires resulting from conquest could not be 
stable and lasting. With the weakening of the social organism at the 
core of such a political formation, the whole inevitably disintegrated. 
Further weakening, or a fortiori the disintegration of the given organism, 
led to a situation when it or the parts into which it disintegrated found 
themselves under the power of a conqueror. Not infrequently these con- 
querors were the peoples of the periphery, passing through the stage of 
the formation of classes and of the state. They sometimes succeeded in 
erecting great empires, covering considerable territories of the historic 
centre. The consequence of all this was once again the extension of the 
centre at the cost of the periphery. As is evident from what has been 
stated, the disappearance and emergence of social organisms, the crea- 
tion and disintegration of large political formations, the incursions of 
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peoples of the historic periphery into the region of the centre of histori- 
cal development, can under no circumstances be interpreted as 
deviations from normality, as anomalies. For the societies of the ancient 
east all this appears as the norm or rule. 

Whereas in the study of European history we encounter, beginning 
with late feudalism, social organisms whose existence does not come to 
an end even with such a radical transformation as is effected by a 
change of socio-economic formation, in the study of the history of the 
ancient east we do not find a single social organism which has con- 
tinued in existence throughout the length of this epoch. All organisms 
which emerged in the transition to class society disappeared long before 
the termination of the ancient eastern epoch. Still less could ancient 
oriental social organisms preserve themselves through the radical 
changes involved in a replacement of social formation. Moreover, it is 
possible to say a priori that the replacement of the asiatic formation by 
another more progressive one, could not take place as the qualitative 
transformation of continuous social organisms, which would have pre- 
served themselves as such, as units of historical development. Nor did it 
simply take the form of the destruction or ruin of asiatic social organ- 
isms and the emergence in their place of new, already slave-owning 
ones. The real path of development was even more complex. 

The point is that social organisms of a new type did not emerge at all 
in that very same region in which asiatic society reached its greatest de- 
velopment, but at one of the edges of the world system of asiatic social 
organisms, immediately adjoining the historic periphery of its time —in 
the western part of Asia Minor and in the Balkan peninsula. This cir- 
cumstance had in many ways obscured for the majority of historians 
the fact of the existence of a continuous connection between the asiatic 
and the ancient formations. Shtaerman maintains, for instance, that 
‘ancient society emerged on the basis of the disintegration of the primi- 
tive communal structure, and not as the result of the development of 
earlier class endowed societies of the ancient oriental type, and cannot 
in relation to them be considered a higher or any other stage of their de- 
velopment’.'® 

The contention that ancient society emerged directly from primitive- 
communal society is passed on from one historical work to another. 
Frequent repetition has made it seem axiomatic. But it is impossible to 
agree with it without reservation. It seems unquestionable that ancient 
societies were preceded on the same territory by class organisms, but of 
another type. In so far as given data allow one to judge, Achaian king- 
doms differed little in their socio-economic structure from the societies 
of the ancient east. The view that Achaian Greece offers us the same 
socio-economic formation as the ancient east is strikingly supported by 
the particular features of the development of the older Greek class- 
endowed societies. After their fowering there comes, as usual, a period 
of decline, an irruption of tribes of the historic periphery, and the de- 
struction of the older class social organisms. 
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istori- _ At the moment of their invasion of the territory of Achaian Greece, 
ed as the Dorian Greeks were at the stage of the formation of class society. 
ncient The circumstance provided a basis for the claim that ancient society 

ose immediately from pre-class forms. There is an element of truth in 
nning is, but only an element, and not the whole. It is well known that a 
me to number of Greek regions, including Attica, were not conquered by the 


Dorians. The population of ancient Athens was composed of people 
whose more or less distant ancestors had lived in a society of the asiatic 
type. For this reason alone it would be incorrect to speak of Athenian 
slave-owning society as having replaced a primitive-communal one, 
even if one accepted the view that the degradation of the structure of 
Achaian Greece was complete enough to lead to the replacement of 
class relations by primitive-communal ones. In any case there are no 
data testifying to the existence of primitive-communal relations in the 
Attica at the turn of the second and first millennium B.c. Evidently, the 
regress went no further than the replacement of an early class society by 
aproto-class one. 

But the issue hinges not merely on the existence of regions which 
escaped the Dorian invasions. The Dorians themselves could not 
escape the influence of the higher level of cultural development of the 
Achaians. It was all the easier for them to assimilate the achievements 
of Achaian culture, because on a technical level they were the equals of 
Achaia. 

The replacement of the bronze age by the early iron age, which took 
place on the territory of Greece, made possible the transition to a new 
class-endowed socio-economic formation, and one more progressive 
than the asiatic one which emerged in the copper and bronze age. But 
this possibility would never have become a reality had Greece not 
represented an admittedly marginal, but nonetheless inseparable part 
of the old centre of the global historic development, and had it not been 
within the zone of the constant and many-sided influence of the lands of 
the old east. 

Those historians who see the slave-owning not as an inevitable and 
regular stage in the evolution of human society, but as an exception, a 
deviation from the normal path of development, invoke as one piece of 

evidence the fact that nowhere on earth, except for Greece and Italy of 
the first millennium B.c., did the disintegration of the primitive- 
communal structure lead to slave-owning societies. This contention 
requires refinement. Nowhere on earth did the disintegration of 
primitive-communal structure on its own lead to the emergence of 
slave-owning social organisms, without the direct and immediate in- 
fluence of previously formed class societies. 

And this allows only one conclusion — slave-owning society does not 
appear to be the first class-endowed socio-economic formation. The 
only class formation which can arise exclusively on the basis of the dis- 

integration of primitive society alone appears to be the asiatic one. In 
particular, because the transition from pre-class society to the asiatic 
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socio-economic formation does not require or presuppose the agency of 
previously formed class-endowed socio-economic formations, asiatic 
societies can emerge as islands, to a considerable extent isolated from 
each other ina sea of peoples remaining in the pre-class stage, and con- 
stitute regional centres of historical development surrounded by the 
remaining periphery. All class societies, emerging in areas which at the 
time were outside the influence of previously formed centres of civilis- 
ation, inevitably had to be asiatic rather than slave-owning or feudal. 
The data available to science concerning the socio-economic structure 
or the proto-class and early-class societies of pre-Columban America, 
Oceania and sub-Saharan Africa fully confirm this claim. 

Slave-owning society was not the first form of class society. Slave- 
owning society could not emerge as an island in the sea of primitive- 
communal structures. The conditions which are essential for the 
second class-endowed social formation can arise only as a result of a 
prolonged prior development of the first antagonistic formation. It is 
important to stress that these conditions could not be produced by the 
development of a relatively small system of asiatic social formations, 
constituting a local, regional centre of historical development. The first 
slave-owning social organisms could emerge only within the bounds of 
the global system of asiatic social organisms, such as was constituted by 
the Near Eastern one, and even that only after the completion of the 
transition to the iron age. 

Thus the limitation in space and time of the emergence of slave- 
owning society is not in the least degree in conflict with the contention 
that the ancient formation was a regular stage in the development of 
human society. The emergence of the ancient formation was a law- 
bound and inevitable result of the development of the asiatic formation, 
notwithstanding the fact that slave-owning social organisms arose not 
throughout the territory of the old centre of global development, but 
only at one of its distant edges. The fact that the ancient formation 
could arise only as a result of prior millenial development of the asiatic 
society comes to be more and more recognised by historians. The well- 
known English archaeologist Woolley writes: 


We have outgrown the phase when all the arts were traced to Greece 
which was thought to have sprung, like Pallas, full grown from the 
brain of the Olympian Zeus; we have learnt how that flower of genius 
drew its sap from Lydians and Hittites, from Phoenica and Crete, 
from Babylon and Egypt. But the roots go farther back: behind all 
these lies Sumer.!? 


The emergence and consolidation in Ionia, Greece and later Italy ofa 
system of social organisms of a new and much higher type, while the old 
socio-economic order survived in the Near East, meant nothing other 
than the transposition of the centre of global-historical development. 
The centre moved to the Mediterranean and the Near East became part 
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ofthe historic periphery. Thus a new class-endowed periphery emerged 
alongside the old pre-class one. The emergence of the new world system 
marked the shift of the leading role in the history of mankind from the 
asiatic formation to the slave-owning one. One epoch of world history 
ended, namely the ancient oriental, and a new one, the ancient, 
commenced. 

The ancient formation, like the ‘asiatic’, appeared as a stage in the de- 
velopment of human society, and not in the development of social 
organisms. Its replacement by a new and more progressive one, the feu- 
dal formation, took place in the form of the destruction of the old social 
organisms and the emergence of new ones, within which feudal re- 
lations developed and prevailed. As with the destruction of ‘asiatic’ 
social organisms, the destruction of slave-owning ones was connected 
with an invasion by peoples of the pre-class historic periphery. 

The fact that the replacement of the ancient slave-owning formation 
by the feudal one took place not within distinct social organisms, but 
exclusively at the level of human society at large, obscured to a con- 
siderable extent the existence of a profound continuity between the 
ancient and feudal world systems. As I have already shown, it was this 
above all, along with some other factors considered above, which led 
various historians to the conclusion that ancient society does not in 
itself represent a regular stage in evolution, but rather a blind alley, 
branching off from the mainstream of human development. The total 
failure to see the continuous connection between systems of social 
organisms also lies at the base of a different kind of idea, which would 
fragment human history into the sum of histories of distinct, self- 
enclosed ‘civilisations’. 

In fact a deep continuity does obtain here as well. As the evolution of 
ancient society prepared the ground for the emergence of feudalism in 
conformity with social laws, in the final analysis it also did the same for 
capitalism. Engels pointed this out: 


Without slavery, no Greek state, no Greek art and science; without 
slavery, no Roman Empire. But without Hellenism and the Roman 
Empire as a basis, also no modern Europe. We should never forget 
that our whole economic, political and intellectual development has 
as its presupposition a state of things in which slavery was as neces- 
sary as it was universally recognised. In this sense we are entitled to 
say: without the slavery of antiquity, no modern socialism. '® 


Allin all the continuity between ancient and feudal world systems is 
easier to see than that between the asiatic and the ancient, because feu- 
dal social organisms emerged not merely at the edges of the ancient 
centre of the global-historical development, but also on almost all of its 
territory. The fact that feudal social organisms also emerged on the ter- 
ritory of the pre-class historic periphery does not contradict this. The 
transition to feudalism was indeed accomplished, amongst all the 
peoples inhabiting this territory, only by those whose level of agricul- 
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tural technology was no lower than that of the peoples of the ancient 
world, and who inhabited regions within the zone of influence first of 
the slave-owning, and later of the feudal world system of social organ- 
isms. 

The most favourable conditions for the emergence of feudalism were 
found at the north-western edge of the ancient world system — on the 
territory of contemporary France. It was just there that feudalism 
emerged in its classical form, and it was just there that conditions arose 
for the formation of strong and lasting social organisms which, in their 
subsequent development, became capitalist. In this sense one can say 
that the transfer of the leading role in human history to feudalism, and 
the start of a new period in world history — the mediaeval — are connec- 
ted with a new shift of the centre of global-historical development, this 
time to western Europe, where it remained even after the emergence of 
capitalism. 

The fact that in the history of class-endowed society up to capitalism, 
every move to a new stage of development transpired not within the 
limits of distinct social organisms, but at the level of human society as a 
whole, was first recognised and at the same time obscured by Hegel. 
Behind the development and elevation of the ‘Absolute Spirit’, about 
which his Philosophy of History tells us, there are hidden the intercon- 
nected rise of new socio-economic formations and shifts of the centre of 
global-historic development. 

The transition from the feudal socio-economic formation to the capi- 
talist one took the form of the transformation of the social organisms, 
constituting the world feudal system, into bourgeois ones, which there- 
upon formed one world system. With the transfer of the leading role to 
the capitalist social formation, the middle ages were replaced by the 
modern period. This transformation initially involved only some of the 
social organisms. The others for some time maintained their old form. 
It is quite evident that the existence of a new capitalist world system 
could not fail to leave marks on the development of social organisms, 
which continued to be feudal, nor to give a considerably distinctive 
character to the process of their transformation into bourgeois ones. In 
contrast with all previous history, the replacement of feudalism by capi- 
talism took place not only at the level of human society as a whole, but 
also inside every social organism. The world capitalist system was the 
first one which, for all practical purposes, drew every social organism 
onearth into its own sphere of influence. In this sense, global history in 
a literal sense only began with capitalism. 

The great October revolution laid the foundation of a new world 
system — the socialist, which in the subsequent period emerges as the 
centre of the world historical developments, thereby opening up a 
further epoch of global history. The world socialist system appears as 
the only one which can be and necessarily will become global. And in 
the more distant future, with the transition to communism, human so- 
ciety will inevitably transform itself into a single social organism. 
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In this way, though there had never been a pan-global system of asiatic 
social organisms, there did exist a global system of such societies. There 
had never been a pan-global slave-owning society, but a world system of 
slave-owning societies did exist. There was no pan-global system of feu- 
dalism, but there was a world system of feudal social organisms, a 
world feudal society. 

In the course of world history, world systems of social organisms 
were replaced by others, which for a time took over the leading role in 
the history of mankind. Simultaneously, with the change of system, 
there was the replacement of one epoch by another. Between successive 
world systems there is a deep link of continuity. The development of 
each of them, with the exception of the communist one, prepares and 
makes possible the emergence of a new one, belonging toa higher type. 

The successive replacement of world systems of social organisms 
appears in the form of the historic succession of socio-economic forma- 
tions. If socio-economic formations as types of society exist incarnate in 
social organisms and diverse kinds of systems thereof, so the stages of 
development in which mankind as a whole finds itself have their exist- 
ence only in world systems of social organisms of the appropriate type. 
The succession and replacement of world systems had already been 
noted by historians in some measure, which led to the delimitation of 
the epochs of world history. But its essence was revealed only by Marx 
and Engels, when they formulated the theory of socio-economic forma- 
tions. The succession of socio-economic formations is the essence of the 
succession of global systems, and hence of historical epochs. 

The old world system generally does not disappear at once with the 
emergence of a new one and its assumption of the leading role. The 
ancient system does seem to be an exception. When ceasing to be the 
centre of world historical development, a system may for some time pre- 
serve itself and, though no longer the leading one, may still remain a 
world system of a kind. Distinct social organisms, constituting this 
system, may preserve themselves for a long time even after the point 
when the system ceases to be global, and becomes a regional one (or 
several such), and even after the disintegration of such regional 
systems. As long as distinct social organisms exist, which have as their 
basis a given system of productive relations, the given socio-economic 
formation also survives, though no longer as a stage of human history as 
a whole, but only as a type of social organism and stage in which this or 
that individual society finds itself. 

A world system which appears as the centre of the global-historical 
development shows its influence, not necessarily on all societies, as 
capitalism did at the time of its apogee, but at any rate on a large num- 
ber of surrounding social organisms, which find themselves at a lower 
stage of development, or, particularly, at the primitive stage. Peoples 
which are retarded in their development and find themselves in the 
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zone of influence of more progressive social organisms, are thereby 
given the option of acquiring their achievements in the spheres of ma- 
terial and intellectual culture, and of bypassing stages which mankind 
as a whole has already gone through. 

The account of the results of the influence of advanced social organ- 
isms on backwards ones, which at the same time ignores their influence 
itself, is at the root of one of the variants of the idea of the multilineal of 
historic development. As the protagonists of this view say, history 
knows examples of the direct transition from the primitive structure not 
only to the asiatic, but also directly to the ancient, and, finally, directly 
to the feudal. From this they conclude that what we are dealing with 
here is nothing other than the existence of three equally valid, parallel 
lines of development.'? But history is also familiar with cases of transi- 
tion from the primitive formation directly to capitalism, or to socialism. 
However not one single representative of the viewpoint described has 
been able to bring himself to assert that we are here dealing with five 
parallel and equally valid lines of development. It is overwhelmingly 
clear that the transition from the primitive structure to capitalism or 
socialism is possible only through the direct agency of capitalist or 
socialist social organisms respectively. But really it is just the same in 
the case of the transition from the primitive-communal formation to the 
ancient or feudal. A basis for the emergence of ancient social organisms 
could only be provided by those disintegrating primitive ones which 
either found themselves in an area previously forming part of the world 
system of asiatic social organisms (the Dorians), or in the zone of the 
immediate influence of the world ancient system (the Romans). 
Similarly feudal social organisms could arise only on the basis of these 
disintegrating primitive organisms which found themselves either on 
the territory previously constituting the ancient world system (the Teu- 
tons), or in the zone of influence, first of the ancient and then of the 
feudal world system (the Slavs). 

It appears as a characteristic trait of every world system which con- 
stitutes a centre of pan-global development, that it expands at the cost 
of retarded social organisms, which are drawn into the orbit of its 
influence. Not infrequently these societies provide the base for the 
emergence of social organisms of a new type, which then also enter the 
world system. The enlargement of the world system is accompanied by 
a further extension of the zone of its influence. More and more social 
organisms, belonging to lower types, are drawn into it. 

In consequence history acquires an ever more marked pan-global 
character. Every time it takes a further step forward, the elevation of 
social organism which were retarded in their development to the level 
attained by humanity at large, becomes not merely possible, but also 
inevitable. This became manifest with particular clarity when mankind 
reached the capitalist stage of development, and the capitalist world 
system arose, which, step by step, drew the entire globe into its sphere 
of influence. Marx and Engels wrote: 


1<l 
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The bourgeoisie, by the rapid improvement of all instruments of pro- 
duction, by the immensely facilitated means of communication, 
“draws all, even the most barbarian, nations into civilisation. The 
cheap prices of its commodities are the heavy artillery with which it 
batters down all Chinese walls, with which it forces the barbarians’ 
intensely obstinate hatred of foreigners to capitulate. It compels all 
nations, on pain of extinction, to adopt the bourgeois mode of pro- 
duction; it compels them to introduce what it calls civilisation into 
their midst, i.e. to become bourgeois themselves. In one word, it cre- 
ates a world after its own image.”° 

: 

_ The existence in Western Europe of the constituted world system of 
capitalist social organisms made the accelerated capitalist development 
‘of neighbouring lands both possible and necessary. Characterising 
the development of Russia, Marx stressed that she did not need ‘like 
he West to pass through the long incubation period of developing 
‘machine production in order to obtain machines, steamboats, railways, 
etc’.*! As he showed, Russian capitalists ‘have managed to introduce in 
‘a flash the whole mechanism of exchange (banks, joint-stock com- 
panies, etc.) which took centuries to grow up in the West’.”? 

For a long time the process of ‘catching up’ by backward nations to 
the level attained by the leading ones took place spontaneously. The 
antagonistic character of the relationships of class society made its 
‘mark on the processes of incorporation of backward social organisms 
into the zone of influence of progressive societies. Not infrequently it 
took brutal and violent forms. All the colonial histories of capitalist 
countries can serve as an example. The following, for example, was 
written by Marx about British colonial domination in India: 


_ England has to fulfil a double mission in India: one destructive, the 
_ other regenerating — the annihilation of the old Asiatic society, and 
the laying of the material foundation of Western society in Asia . . . 

All the English bourgeoisie may be forced to do will neither eman- 
cipate nor materially mend the social condition of the mass of the 
people, which depends not only on the development of the productive 
powers, but on their appropriation by the people. But what they will 
not fail to do is to lay down the material premises for both. Has the 
bourgeoisie ever done more? Has it ever effected a progress without 
dragging individuals and peoples through blood and dirt, through 
misery and degradation? 

The Indians will not reap the fruits of the new elements of society 
scattered among them by the British bourgeoisie, till in Great Britain 
itself the new ruling classes shall have been supplanted by the indus- 
trial proletariat, or till the Hindoos themselves shall have grown 
strong enough to throw off the English yoke altogether.”* 


The situation, was radically transformed by the appearance of the 
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world’s first socialist state and thereafter of a world socialist system. 

Already, in the early 1920s, Lenin gave the proletariat, which had taken 

power into its own hands, the task of providing pan-global help to 

nations retarded in their development, so as to ensure their transition 
directly to socialism, avoiding all other stages of development.” All the 
history of the USSR appears as the model example of the implementa- 
tion of Lenin’s great idea. Peoples, finding themselves at the moment of 
the October revolution at the stage of primitive structure (Nentsi, 
Nganasany, Oroki, Chikchi, Evenki and others), or of pre-capitalist 
class relations (Kazakhs, Turkmen, Uzbeks, Tadzhiks and others) live 
at present in a socialist society. Help from the workers of the USSR 
allowed the Mongol people to move on to socialism. The Soviet Union 
and other socialist states also provide an enormous amount of help for 
countries which have freed themselves from colonial dependency. In 
consequence many of them have adopted a socialist orientation and 
have entered on the path of non-capitalist development. The existence 
of a world socialist system provides the nations which are retarded in 
their development with a realistic possibility of a transition to social- 
ism, which by-passes the long and tormented route by which mankind 
as a whole has passed. 


vill 


Thus the transition from one socio-economic formation to another 
takes place in world history, with the exception only of the transition 
from primitive-communal formation to the asiatic, as the replacement 
of a world system of social organisms of one definite type by another, as 
the transfer of the leading role from one such system to another. But 
not even a single one of these systems ever embraced all the inhabited 
parts of the globe. Each of them always covered a more or less defined 
part of the oecumene. As the facts show, the centre of pan-global 
development more often did not remain static, but shifted, and in 
consequence the successive world systems generally occupied far from 
identical regions of the earth’s surface. 

All this makes it hardly probable that every sequence of social 
organisms existing in this or the other region of the oecumene — let 
alone any one distinct social organism taken on its own — could ‘pass 
through’ all socio-economic formations. That remains true even if we 
take as our unit entities such as continents. Only Europe, and even that 
only if taken as a whole, appears to be in some measure an exception to 
this. 

Peoples existing in conditions of the primitive-communal structure 
were to be found on its territory. Quite clearly, this does not turn 
Europe into an exception. On the contrary, this links it with all other 
inhabited continents. Primitive-communal organisms existed through- 
out the oecumene, which led to the view of the primitive-communal 

formation as the universal one, as the one through which all nations 
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without exception have ‘passed’. 

The world system of asiatic social organisms formed itself in Asia, 
where its centre was found, but it expanded and drew into itself a part of 
European territory (the southern part of the Balkan peninsula and 
Crete). Thus Europe also had its social organisms of the ‘asian’ type. 
On European territory, albeit in diverse regions of it, one would find the 
‘centres of the following world systems: ancient, feudal, capitalist. 
Finally, the world socialist system came to embrace a considerable part 

of Europe. 

As we remarked above, the partisans of the theory of socio-economic 
formations, which was subjected to a critique in the preceding pages, 
did not altogether succeed in formulating their position with clarity. 
They did not take into account the multiplicity of senses of the word ‘so- 
ciety’ and they did not offer a theoretical clarification of the concept 
‘social organism’. Hence most of them saw the theory of socio-economic 
formations as requiring and presupposing that the historic develop- 
ment in all inhabited regions of the earth should be roughly the same. 
They would only permit, first, that development should proceed at 
diverse rates of speed, and secondly, that in one region or another, in 
virtue of exceptional circumstances, there should be the ‘omission’ of 
one stage or another. 

This interpretation of the theory of socio-economic formations was 
presented as the only possible one and thus as identical with the theory 
itself. Hence the conspicuous fact, for example, that ancient social 
organisms existed only ina certain delimited area, basically in southern 
Europe, and a whole set of similar facts, were seen as grounds for the 
revision, not only of the given interpretation of the theory, but more 
generally of the basic contentions of the theory itself. 

By way of example one may refer to the article by Danilova, ‘Contro- 
versial problems in the theory of pre-capitalist societies’. In this article 
the author adopts a position opposed to the so-called five-stage schema 

of formations (primitive, slave-owning, feudalism, capitalism, com- 
munism). But all her critique is equally effective against the six-stage 
schema (primitive, asiatic, ancient, feudal, capitalist and communist 
formations) and more generally against any given schema of the evol- 
ution of socio-economic formations. 

In full accordance with Danilova’s ideas, the five-stage schema 
appears to be the generalisation of the historical development of Europe 
alone, and not of human society as a whole. She writes: “The successive 
replacement of the primitive and slave-owning structures by feudalism, 
and thereafter by capitalism in the other regions of the earth (and 
indeed also in Europe) which is so characteristic for the Mediterranean 
and the areas sharing its historic fate, is by no means to be found every- 
where.’ Showing that the criticised conception allows the omission of 
some formations but only as deviations or exceptions, Danilova stresses 
that ‘there turned out to be more deviations and exceptions, than cases 
falling under the rule, and secondly — and this is the main point — the 
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regularities operating here showed themselves to be so specific, that 
they could not be explained by the influence of historic environment 
alone.’ All this led her to the conclusion that in human society there 
exist not one, but several diverse lines of development. In this way Dani- 
lova, without clearly realising it herself, arrives at the repudiation not 
merely of a five-stage, but more generally of any given scheme of the 
evolution of human society, i.e. to the rejection of the very core of the 
theory of socio-economic formations. Analogous conclusions were 
reached somewhat earlier by some other scholars. 

The greatest paradox, if you like, lies in the fact that, at the root of 
this theory of history itself there lies the very same principle as is also 
found at the root of the interpretation of the theory of formations 
considered above, the untenability of which has led to this kind of con- 
clusion. The followers of this interpretation of the succession of social 
formations and the partisans of the multilineal conception of history, 
both, and in equal measure, start from the rejection of the unity of the 
world historical process. Both groups alike see the history of mankind 
as a simple summation of parallel and predominantly independent pro- 
cesses in the development of distinct social organisms, countries, 
nations, areas, regions. There is only this difference between them, that 
according to the first, all these separate units develop basically in the 
same manner and along the same line, whereas according to the views 
of the latter group, they develop in an essentially diverse way, i.e. along 
different lines. 

The issue of the unilineality or multilineality of historical develop- 
ment arises only if we are faced not by one, but by several independent 
objects. The question then is whether these objects developed in a 
basically similar or dissimilar way, according to the same or different 
laws. The conception of human history as a single process eliminates 
this question. The unity of an object already by itself presupposes the 
unity of its development, which not merely does not exclude, but on the 
contrary presupposes the idiosyncracy of the development of every 
part, of which the given whole is composed. 

We have already shown above the total untenability of the concep- 
tion of human history as a sum of histories of distinct units, bound only 
by the identity of the laws operating in them and their corresponding 
parallel development. But the idea of the multilineal development of 
mankind is just as untenable. In diverse regions, development took 
place in diverse fashions, but all these processes were in the end but 
parts of an unitary process of the evolution of human society, subject to 
one single set of regularities. 

One of the factors conditioning the specificity of the development of 
diverse regions was the difference in the speed of their evolution. 

At the time when the world capitalist system was emerging in 
Europe, Australian aborigines were still at the stage of primitive struc- 
ture. This made the colonisation of Australia by Europeans inevitable. 
Capitalism was brought to Australia along with white settlers, and the 
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aborigines were in part destroyed, in part pushed back into the least de- 
sirable locations. At present they face no prospects of development 
other than the organic information in the structure of Australian capi- 
talist society. 

Roughly the same took place on the territory of the present USA and 
Canada. The population of Mexico, central America and Peru already 
ound itself, at the moment of European discovery, in the stage of the 
asiatic formation. Spain, whose dependency they became, was a feudal 
country. Initially, an idiosyncratic superimposition of the feudal mode 
of production on the asiatic took place in this area. Later, in proportion 
to its inclusion in the zone of influence of the world capitalist system, 
the capitalist mode of production emerged within it. 

In sub-Saharan Africa, at the start of European colonisation, some 
peoples found themselves in the stage of primitive communal structure, 
and others at the stage of transition to the asiatic formation, and some of 
these had moved right up to the limit separating it from a genuine class 
society. Their inclusion in the zone of influence of the world capitalist 
system provided the condition for their development along the 
capitalist path. With the emergence of a world socialist system 
another possibility also arises for them — that of non-capitalist develop- 
ment. 

The matter is more complex in the countries of Asia, especially 
those within which class society emerged sooner than in the majority of 
the regions of Europe (the Near East, India, China). All the 
efforts to discern in their development the same stages as those 

which apply to Europe, were hardly crowned with any great suc- 
cess. The social structure found there during the periods frequently 
called feudal by scholars, differed substantially from European feu- 
dalism, but it was very similar to that which was found there in an 
earlier period. Right up to their incorporation in the zone of influ- 
ence of the world capitalist system, no trace of the bourgeois mode 
of production was to be found within them. 

All this taken together would seem to give full support to the old 
idea of the existence in the East of its own line of development, quali- 
tatively different from that followed by the West. Hence some 
Marxists, disenchanted with the above-described interpretation of 
the theory of socio-economic formations, came to be attracted by this 
view.”6 

However the solution to this problem was put forward by the authors 
of the theory of socio-economic formations, Marx and Engels. It con- 
sisted in proposing that from the birth of class society right up to the 
eighteenth and even nineteenth century, the asiatic mode of production 
continued to exist in certain countries of the East. In other words, these 
countries remained at the stage of the first class-endowed socio- 
economic formation, just as all the original population of Australia 
remained up to the same period at the stage of the primitive-communal 
structure. As is well known, Marx and Engels repeatedly wrote about 
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the stagnant character of the evolution of the oriental countries.”* The 
dragging of these countries into the zone of influence of the world capi- 
talist system led to the overcoming of stagnation and the birth within 
them of the bourgeois mode of production. Marx upheld this view- 
point.?® What we encounter here once again is a specific development, 
but not specific laws, nor an idiosyncratic line of development. To 
speak of a unique eastern line of development has hardly any better for- 
mulation than speaking of a unique Australian line. 

Concerning the line of development which is frequently called 
western (European), it would seem that it is western in a purely geo- 
graphical, but not in any historical sense. World systems of any given 
type, in which socio-economic formations were embodied, could not 
but be territorially bounded. Beginning with the ancient, they came to 
embrace Europe. From that time on, their successive replacement took 
place particularly on European territory. All this generates the illusion 
that we are dealing here with a regional, western, European line of 
development. In reality all these systems of social organisms, notwith- 
standing their territorial limitation were in their nature not regional, or 
European, but global ones, just as the pre-ancient Near-Eastern system 
of social organisms was global and not regional or asiatic. 

The global significance of the formation of the capitalist system in 
Europe is indisputable. By the beginning of the twentieth century it 
drew into its sphere of operation not merely the whole world, but also 
through its operation provoked, in a large number of countries which 
were retarded in their development, the appearance of the bourgeois 
socio-economic mode. The matter is more complex with the asiatic, 
ancient and feudal systems. Not one of them extended its influence over 
the whole world. The degree of their influence on retarded society was 
correspondingly smaller. However, without the Near-Eastern asiatic 
system of social organisms there would have been no ancient one, with- 
out ancient society there would have been no feudal one, and without a 
feudal one, no capitalism. Only the successive development and 
replacement of these systems could prepare for the appearance of capital- 
ism, and hence subsequently of socialism, thereby making not merely 
possible, but also necessary, the transition of all remaining peoples 
without exception directly to capitalism or socialism. In this way, in the 
final analysis, their existence and development was linked to the fate of 
all mankind. 

The characteristic trait of a world system of social organisms of a 
given type appears to be the fact that their development inevitably pre- 
pares for the appearance of a new, more progressive world system, so 
that its existence appears to be a necessary link in the history of man- 
kind. Thus not merely the capitalist and socialist, but even the old 
Near-Eastern asiatic, the ancient and feudal systems of social organ- 
isms were all stages of the development not of this or that region, but of 
humanity at large. 


Semenov: Socio-economic formations and world history 57 


Ix 


elight of everything said above it clearly transpires that one can in 
vay see the history of mankind as a simple sum of the histories of 
al organisms, and that one cannot see socio-economic formations as 
ttical stages of the evolution of social organisms, obligatory for all of 
m. The history of human society is a single whole and socio- 
nomic formations appear above all as stages of development of this 
gle unity. Socio-economic formations may or may not appear as 
ges in the development of distinct social organisms, but this does not 
the very least prevent them from being steps in the evolution of 
man society as a whole. The succession of socio-economic formations 
ces place above all at the level of all mankind, in the form of the re- 
cement of world systems of social organisms of a given kind; and 
en mankind as a whole has reached this or that stage of its develop- 
nt, ‘passed through’ this or that formation, not merely does the need 
pass through them disappear for retarded nations, but the very possi- 
lity disappears as well. Sooner or later it becomes not merely possible, 
but necessary for them to miss out all the intervening stages, and move 
nto the higher stage reached by mankind as a whole. 
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E. GELLNER 


A Russian Marxist philosophy of history 


Yuri Semenov is a highly distinguished theoretician of Marxist and 
Soviet anthropology. His ‘The theory of socio-economic formations and 
world history’ is an elegant, coherent, beautifully argued and uncom- 
promising defence of a unilineal interpretation of Marxism, and a 
defence of it as a valid account of human history. 

This in itself is a matter of considerable interest. Unilinealism has of 
late had a bad press, both inside and outside the Soviet Union, among 
Marxists and non-Marxists alike. No consensus exists on this question 
inside Soviet scholarship, or outside of course, and the authors with 
whom Semenov polemicises include both scholars within his own 
country and westerners, Marxists and non-Marxists. Though Semenov 
does not raise this explicitly in the main part of his argument, the 
question is one of very great political interest, and is not at all a simple 
technical issue of concern to historians only. The question whether 
human history is One or Many is obviously fundamental for any phil- 
osophy of history. It is also central to most debates about Marxism, and 
to problems in Marxist political strategy. 

One of the commonest criticisms of Marxism hinges on unilinealism, 
andruns as follows: Why did the socialist revolution occur in backward 
and peripheral Russia? Ought it not, according to the theory of univer- 
sal obligatory successive stages of human society (i.e. unilinealism), to 
have occurred in the highly developed capitalist countries, in which the 
anticipated contradictions of the capitalist mode of production were be- 
coming most acute? Or again, there is the well known dilemma facing 
Marxist revolutionaries in underdeveloped countries, endowed with 
peasantries and an emerging ‘national bourgeoisie’, but not yet with a 
numerous, powerful or effective proletariat. Ought such revol- 
utionaries, in the light of unilinealism, to ally themselves with the 
national bourgeoisie and help further its ends in the patient expectation 
of a subsequent more favourable situation, or ought they to fight the 
ultimate enemy right now, and historic timetables be damned? (In 
Jewish theology, there is a special name for the sin of endeavouring to 
implement divine decrees prematurely, and the same might seem to 
apply within Marxism. ) 
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It is an interesting consequence of Semenov’s formulation of Marxist 
unilinealism, that if it is valid, these problems barely arise, or do not 
arise at all. If his position is correct, the questions themselves were pro- 
foundly misguided, and ought never to have been posed, at least in 
those terms. 

The manner in which Semenov demonstrates his conclusion, as well 
as the conclusion itself, is of great interest. The argument is basically 
philosophical rather than specific and historical. Historical data, and 
those of a rather general kind, enter the argument only at relatively 
marginal and tangential points. The burden of the proof hinges on 
rather abstract and philosophical issues, and on two in particular — the 
unity of human history, and the question of nominalism versus realism 
(in the platonic sense). These two issues turn out, once again, to be re- 
lated. 

Consider the second of these, the problem of the relationship of ab- 
stract concepts to reality. It may be as well to invoke a contemporary 
authority, the American logician Quine, for a restatement of the avail- 
able alternatives: 


The three main mediaeval points of view regarding universals are 
designated by historians as realism, conceptualism, and nominalism. Es- 
sentially these same three doctrines appear in twentieth-century 
surveys. . . under the new names of logicism, intuitionism and formalism. 

Realism. . .is the Platonic doctrine that universals or abstract enti- 
ties have being independently of mind; . . . Conceptualism holds that 
they are universal but that they are mind-made. . . . the nominalists of 
old, object(ed) to admitting abstract entities at all . . . [Willard van 
Orman Quine, From a Logical Point of View, Cambridge, Mass. 1953, 
pp. 14,15] 


This was and evidently continues to be a central issue in philo- 
sophical thought, and in its time it could send those who were in error to 
their death: 


Then the Cardinal of Cambrai . . . questioned Master Jan Hus if he 
regarded universals as real apart from the thing itself. And he 
responded that he did, since both St Anselm and others had so 
regarded them. Thereupon the cardinal argued . . . that. . . it follows 
that with the cessation of the particular there also ceased the univer- 
sal substance of itself. Jan Hus replied that it ceased to exist in the 
substance of that particular bread . . . but despite that, in other par- 
ticulars it remains, the same. [Report of the trial of Jan Hus in 1415 
by Petr z Mladonovic, quoted in Unity, Heresy and Reform, 1378-1460, 
ed. C.M.D. Crowder, London, 1977, pp. 88-9] 


Within a month Jan Hus paid for his realist views at the stake. But the 
issue of realism/nominalism underlies not only the problem of transub- 
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tiation, of the relationship of bread-in-general to the specific bread 
sed in the Eucharist, but equally the relationship of socio-economic 
ations in general to specific, concrete societies. 

Semenov clearly seems also to be a realist, and moreover he holds 
realism to be an essential prerequisite for the correct interpretation of 
farxism. What is at issue now is the correct assessment of the ontologi- 
eal status, so to speak, of ‘socio-economic formations’. Is there nothing 
in the world over and above concretely existing societies with which 
socio-economic formations must then be identified if the term is to refer 
to anything at all, or, on the other hand, are they merely logical arte- 
facts of the mind, conceptual conveniences? These would seem to be the 
nominalist and conceptualist options, and they seem to be repudiated: 


.. .asocio-economic formation in the pure sense. . . can only exist in 
theory, but not in historical reality. In history, it exists in distinct 
societies as their inner essence, their objective basis. A failure to see 
this can lead to theoretical errors. Thus, for instance, certain Soviet 
historians, having failed to locate within history pure, ideal socio- 
economic formations, reached the conclusion that formations do not 
exist in reality at all, that they represent only logical, theoretical con- 
structions. The endeavour to avoid such a conclusion led several 
other scholars to the direct, immediate identification of socio- 
economic formations with actually existing social organisms, with 
distinct concrete societies . . . Either of these approaches is equally 
misguided. Either can lead to a repudiation of the materialist con- 
ception of history. [Yu.I. Semenov, “The theory of socio-economic 
formations and world history’, translated by E. Gellner. All subse- 
quent quotations, not otherwise identified, are from this work] 


Though socio-economic formations cannot exist independently of 
concrete individual societies, nevertheless they are not mere ab- 
stractions or conceptual conveniences. They exist as the inner essences 
of concrete societies, and determine their development. That inner 
essence is described, in so many words, as existing independently of the 
consciousness and will of men. Though this last remark seemed to be 
intended to apply above all to the minds and wills of participants in the 
historic process, it must presumably apply with even greater force to 
the historical observer. His mental acts do not make these systems of 
productive relations; they make him. 

The question of the reality of abstractions may seem scholastic. Its 
relevance may however emerge more clearly if one looks at Semenov’s 
other main consideration, namely the unity of human history and its 
implications for unilinealism and rival theories. What is unilinealism? 
It is the doctrine that, for the understanding of human history, we need 
to consider one and only one list of historic stages through which 
human society has passed (or is passing and will pass). Semenov quite 
cogently notes that the issue of unilinealism as such is quite indepen- 
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dent of the subsidiary (though also important) question concerning just 
how many stages there are, or just what they are. (E.g., are there just 
five of them, or is the ‘asiatic mode of production’ a distinct stage, to be 
inserted between primitive communism and slave-owning society ?) 

Semenov’s argument from the unity of human history runs as fol- 
lows. To what could the n stages of human history (whatever the correct 
number may be) be meant to apply? There would seem to be two possi- 
bilities: First that they are meant to apply to the development of each 
and every society, taken individually. Secondly that they are meant to 
apply to the history of mankind at large (in some sense which is yet to 
emerge). 

It is extremely interesting that Semenov concedes that the theory of 
socio-economic formations has generally been interpreted in the first 
sense. It wasn’t even that the first interpretation was consciously pre- 
ferred: it was unreflectively taken for granted: 


The overwhelming majority of scholars, often without clearly realis- 
ing it themselves, in one way or another in the final analysis inclined 
towards the first solution. The treatment of the succession of social 
formations as successive changes of the type of individual social 
organism, corresponded all in all with the facts of European history, 
beginning with later feudalism . . . This made it possible to treat the 
theory of socio-economic formations as the actualisation of the devel- 
opment of each social organism taken on its own. The identification 
for practical purposes of the development of society as a whole, with 
the development of each society individually, was aided by the above- 
noted plurality of meanings of ‘society’. 


The last sentence of the quotation refers to the ambiguity of ‘society’: 
it can mean a concrete society, with co-ordinates in time and space, a 
local habitation and a name, but it can also mean the generic thing, 
which is, for Semenov, both abstract and yet inherent, essential, ex- 
plicative. The passage quoted highlights, amongst other things, the 
inter-dependence of the platonic-realist and the historical-unity argu- 
ments. The unity applies to the generic essence, not to the individual 
society. But what is perhaps most interesting about it is the admission 
that the majority of scholars have in the past interpreted Marxism as re- 
quiring the unilineal succession to apply to individual societies — and 
this majority of course includes Marxists at least as much as the critics 
of Marxism. Hence Semenov’s reformulation is a very significant ad- 
vance within Marxism or, at the very least, the recovery and the making 
explicit of something which had long been lost and which, if originally 
present at all, had never been articulated with sufficient clarity or 
emphasis to make subsequent generations of scholars aware of the fact 
that they were contradicting it. Those who sinned against it generally 
did so, as Semenov stressed, without being aware of making any 
contentious assumption at all. ‘This interpretation of the theory of 
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socio-economic formations was presented as the only possible one and 
thus as identical with the theory itself.’ If it was possible to do this, the 
correct interpretation could not have been very easily available, at least 
inexplicit form. 

Leaving aside the question of the originality of his formulation — is it 
valid? I find this central point in Semenov’s argument entirely convinc- 
ing. The idea that unilinealism requires every individual society to pass 
through every stage, (a view which, like the rest of Semenov’s silent 
majority, I had always taken for granted, without even being aware of it), 
only needs to be stated clearly to be seen to be absurd. Every society | 
could only pass through every stage if societies were generally 
immortal, like Jonathan Swift’s Struldbrugs, or alternatively if soci- 
eties lived out their lives in isolation. But each of these assumptions 
is blatantly absurd. No contemporary northern European society | 
has a history going back beyond (at best) the middle ages. Through 
religion, modern Greece and Israel may perhaps claim some kind of 
rather dubious identity with ancient Byzantium and Israel respecti- 
vely, though this identity immediately lapses if we insist on continu- 
ity of territorial occupation or of organisation or of political 
sovereignty or anything of the kind. 

It seems to follow that if, for instance, both slave-owning society | 
and feudalism are such ‘stages’, then it is somewhat implausible to 
suppose that the same continuous society had at one period been 
slave-owning and at another, feudal. There was presumably never a 
time when slave-owners were required to hand in their deeds of 
ownership of slaves, and have them replaced by land-deeds to 
appropriate territory, carrying with them a given number of serfs, 
and corresponding military obligations to overlords, and so forth. It 
is a nice idea — one likes to think of queues of disgruntled slave- 
owners, waiting at the municipium, complaining to each other about 
the bad rate of exchange — ‘ten erstwhile slaves for one acre with two 
serfs, now is that fair I ask you, the government is clearly making a 
packet out of this transition to feudalism, it’s just one further hidden 
form of taxation’ — and perhaps denouncing those who cheat — ‘now 
Lucanius over there, he hands in sick old slaves whom he had quickly 
bought up cheap when the change from slave-owning to feudalism was 
announced, but then he manages to collar the very best land with the 
youngest serfs! And I tell you another thing, this us primae noctis which 
we are promised in the decree promulgating feudalism, it really isn’t a 
patch on the fun we used to have with the Nubian slave-girls. If you ask 
me, it’s a very retrogressive step, and it’s always the middle classes who 
pay foritintheend...’ 

It is an attractive picture, but to the detriment of the continuity of his- 
tory, it never happened that way. Semenov is so clearly right on this 
point that one is a bit puzzled that it had not been made with emphasis 
earlier. It is not plausible to expect every, or even any, concrete con- 
tinuous society to pass through all stages. This being so, why had critics 
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of Marxism and revisionists made so much fuss about the absence of 
some stages in some societies in particular? We shall have to return to 
this question. 

If the succession of stages cannot plausibly be credited to single, con- 
tinuous societies, which seems to be the case, a number of other 
questions arise which include: What is a single society? And in what 
sense can the series of stages be credited to human history or society as a 
whole? The former question is not answered in Semenov’s article, but it 
is clearly highlighted by his whole approach. ‘The second and crucial 
question is answered quite explicitly and very clearly. It is here that we 
shift from his negative position (stages may not be credited to the life 
stories of individual societies) to his positive doctrine (they must be 
credited to something else). But just what? 

Though the history of mankind may be unitary, yet mankind, except 
perhaps in the very last stages of its history, does not form some kind of 
organic unity, recognising itself as such and acting as one. For most of 
history so far, it is split into large number of units, often quite unaware 
of each other. In what sense then can such an history have ‘stages’? 
Semenov quite explicitly, and plausibly, rejects any statistical answer 
to this. It would be quite pointless, for instance, to say that mankind at 
large is in the feudal stage at a time when the majority of societies is feu- 
dal. For one thing, how do you count feudal ‘societies’ — is there one per 
king, baron or knight? Nor would it make sense to select a time when 
the majority of mankind lived under feudal regimes (if such a time exist- 
ed, which is doubtful). What then? 

Semenov’s answer is profoundly Hegelian, and he does indeed invoke 
Hegel in his argument. The answer can best be summed up as the torch 
relay theory of history. The torch of leadership is passed on in the 
course of human history from one area to another and from one social 
system to another. Mankind as a whole is at a given stage, when the 
most advanced, and at the same time most influential area happens to 
be at the stage in question. The criterion for being the most influential 
seems to be in part that it exercises a great deal of influence on sur- 
rounding backward, peripheral areas; another criterion seems to be 
that it is also preparing the ground for the next stage. It would seem to 
follow that one can only identify the torch-carrying region with confi- 
dence after the event, when the next stage has arrived (provided it in 
turncan be identified), unless one can, which seems unlikely, do it with 
the help of a kind of sociological-genetic X-ray, identifying the seeds of 
the future before they have borne fruit. (But the owl of Minerva only 
flies at dusk.) 

It also follows that parallel replication of the same stages in diverse 
societies is not merely no longer required by the theory, but becomes 
positively implausible, and would perhaps even contradict the theory. 
The powerful rayonnement of the torch-carrying zone, at any stage, 
changes the rules of the game so much that societies lagging behind will 
no longer pass through the same stages as the pioneers. This principle is 
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in fact applied in another interesting work, L.E. Kubbel’s Songhaiskaia 
Derzhava (Moscow, Nauka, 1974). The author appears to share this 
view of Semenov’s, and invokes it to explain why West African sahelian 
societies did not move from the primitive-communal stage to a slave so- 
ciety, but to an early form of feudalism. 

A number of things have happened in this reformulation. History 
acquires a strongly purposive, moralistic tinge. Though Semenov in- 
sists on the independence, from human consciousness and will, of the 
basic productive relations which determine all else, nevertheless the 
pattern which they generate can only be characterised in highly evalua- 
tive terms, and the story told seems dominated by a purpose which is 
both inexorable and which means well by mankind, in the end. But over 
and above this, it is diffusion which is heavily stressed, and which plays 
an absolutely indispensable part in this interpretation, in this reunifica- 
tion of human history, so to speak. Diffusion is indeed a very important 
process. In the nineteenth century, when anthropology was born, Euro- 
peans had the fact of diffusion under their very noses; they could see it 
happening all the time. The rival idea of evolution took a little more 
thought; one had to put together what the biologists were saying, with 
the history of one’s own society, and then surmise that other societies 
moved along similar lines (only more slowly), and that the whole thing 
was similar to the biological story. The third idea, functionalism, starts 
from the observation that some societies do not change much, and the 
inference that this requires mechanisms for keeping them stable, and 
that it may be a bad thing to disturb those mechanisms. (This idea had 
long been available in conservative thought, it suited some styles of col- 
onial policy, and, contrary to the belief of some anthropologists, it was 
not invented within anthropology.) The question is, which of these 
three ideas (if any) provides the clue to understanding human society 
and history. 

Marxism as conventionally interpreted (and in harmony, I think, 
with the intentions of its founders) is basically evolutionist. I apologise 
for the term, especially to Russian Marxists, for whom I think this im- 
mediately conjures up the association of doctrines about evolutionary 
rather than revolutionary development. The question about smooth 
continuity versus occasional dramatic jumps is quite a separate one, 
not connected with the present argument. The term ‘evolutionism’ is 
here used in a generic manner, covering both these alternatives, and 
designating a stress on endogenous development as the main and crucial 
process in human history. The conventional interpretation repudi- 
ates the functionalist stress on stability and functionality as spurious, as 
a case of taking the facade for the reality: within the social sciences in 
the West, Marxists tend to consider functionalists to be the main op- 
posing trend. In Semenov’s reformulation, we shall see that the matter 
is more complex. 

Now obviously Marxism never denied the fact of diffusion. It is 
clearly implied in any unilineal version of Marxist philosophy of history 


Biblioteca-UPNA 
NUP-Liburutegia 


66 Part I: Marxism, anthropology, history 


at two points at least: in as far as primitive-communal societies are 
small, whereas asiatic or slave-owning ones are large or at any rate 
larger, obviously the relationship between the displacing and displaced 
social forms must be of a few-many kind, if not actually of a one-many 
kind. Such absorption by few or one of many is the extreme form of dif- 
fusion, of course. Then again, with the coming of capitalism, its absorp- 
tion of the rest of the world is not merely implied, but explicitly 
commented on, by Marx and Engels. In between these two transitions, 
the matter is not clear. The progression asiatic — slave-owning — feudal 
is not necessarily, or at all, a progression in size, and thus does not re- 
quire absorption of new territory and/or population at each stage. 

However, though Marxism, as conventionally interpreted, clearly 
allows and requires diffusion at two points at least, and does not 
exclude it elsewhere; nevertheless it stresses it much less than is the case 
in Semenov’s version, where diffusion features very conspicuously. 
Thus Semenov stresses the impact of the torch-carrying centre on 
peripheral regions, and on the continuous expansion of both centre and 
affected periphery (as opposed to the backwoods which remain isolat- 
ed). There is a further extremely important point: on occasion, not only 
is the centre an essential precondition of the attainment of the next 
stage, but so is the periphery. The periphery becomes, at least on oc- 
casion, quite indispensable. 

This seems particularly true, according to Semenov, at the point of 
transition from Near-Eastern asiatic society (ancient-oriental) to Medi- 


terranean slave-owning society. 


. . . itis possible to say a priori that the replacement of the asiatic for- 
mation by another, more progressive one could not take place as the 
qualitative transformation of existing social organisms, which would 
have preserved themselves as such . . . Nor did it take place simply in 
the form of the destruction or ruin of asiatic social organisms and the 
emergence in their place of new, already slave-owning ones. 

The point is that social organisms of a new type did not emerge at 
all in that very same region . . . but at one of the edges of the world 
system of asiatic social organisms . . . 

The replacement of the bronze age by the early iron age, which 
took place on the territory of Greece, made possible the transition to 
a new class-endowed socio-economic formation, and one more pro- 
gressive than the asiatic one which emerged in the copper and bronze 
age. But this possibility would never have become a reality had 
Greece not represented an admittedly marginal, but nonetheless in- 
separable part of the old centre . . . 


The influence of the old ‘asiatic’ society was an essential precondition of 
this miracle. (There can be no doubt about Semenov’s sympathy with 
it. One is reminded of what Hegel had said — in the ancient orient, only 
one was free, but here some were free.) Moreover, the miracle appar- 
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ntly occurréd once only — which, I suppose, justifies one in calling it a 
miracle (my term, not Semenov’s). 


... Slave-owning social organisms arose not throughout the terri- 
tory of the old centre of global development but only at one of its 
distant limits. [My italics. ] 
‘ 
But this single Wirtchaftswunder is the precondition of all the others in 
‘the western historical sequence. The authority of Engels’ Anti-Diihring 
is invoked for this: ‘Without slavery, no Greek state, no Greek art and 
science; without slavery, no Roman Empire. But without Hellenism 
andthe Roman Empire. . . no modern Europe.’ 
Earlier, we are given an account of the ancient Near East which does 
indeed make it seem unlikely that the transition to a higher stage could 
have occurred internally, rather than at its limits: 


... the ancient orient, all of whose history offers a process of the 
successive emergence and disappearance of social organisms or 
conglomerates of such organisms . . . It is possible to disagree about 
the nature of the socio-economic structure of the ancient orient, but it 
seems unquestionable that the newly emerging social organisms be- 
longed to the same type as those which perished. 


Change of personnel, but not of structure. Ibn Khaldun would endorse 
such a view. Semenov also puts forward an oscillation theory for this 
region and period of human history: 


The most striking peculiarity of the development of class society of 
the ancient east is the perpetual transformation of the political map, 
the extinction of some and the emergence of other governmental 
formations. One of the main reasons for this is the alteration, charac- 
teristic of all countries of the ancient east, of periods of the existence 
of strong social organisms, and thereby also of strong centralised 
despotisms, with periods of their disintegration . . . 

It is quite clear that the empires resulting from conquest could not 
be stable or lasting. With the weakening. . . at the core. . . the whole 
inevitably disintegrated ... the parts into which it disintegrated 
found themselves under the power of a conqueror. Not infrequently 
these conquerors were the peoples of the periphery . . . the incursions 
of the peoples of the historic periphery into the region of the centre of 
historical development can under no circumstances be interpreted as 
deviations from normality. For the societies of the ancient east all this 
appears to be the norm or rule. 


It is difficult to see how this could have normally led to any progress. If 
so many perished without ever producing the next stage, why should 
one of them some day creatively produce something new? This seed 
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showed no sign of sprouting. But once only, in the far west of the ancient 
eastern world, one of those incursions did eventually lead to an higher 
stage. 

The unprogressive, stagnant nature of the asiatic socio-economic for- 
mation, its low potential for self-propulsion to the next higher stage, is 
further visible from that second great incarnation ofit, in the East proper (as 
opposed to the ancient Near East). In those regions, *.. . class society 
emerged sooner than in most of the regions of Europe . . . but did not 
proceed to develop. Semenov does not altogether exclude the possibility 


that they might properly be characterised as feudal: 


The social structure found there during the periods which are 
frequently called feudal by scholars, differed substantially from 
European feudalism . . . 


But this hardly matters, feudal or asiatic, either way it was static: 
‘ .. but [it] was very similar to that which was found there in anti- 
quity.’ Whatever it was, it was stagnant. The authority of Marx and 
Engels is invoked for this theory of asiatic stagnation: 


_.. the solution. . . was proposed by the very authors of the theory of 
socio-economic formations, Marx and Engels. It consisted of proposing 
that from the birth of class-endowed society right up to the eighteenth 
and even nineteenth centuries, the asiatic mode of production 
continued to exist in certain countries of the East. In other words, 
these countries remained in the stage of the first class-endowed socio- 
economic formation, just as all the original population of Australia 
remained up to the same period at the stage of primitive-communal 
structure. As is well known, Marx and Engels repeatedly wrote 
about the stagnant character of the evolution of the oriental coun- 
tries. 


As we have seen, Semenov overcomes the misguided interpretation of 
unilinealism by means of a judicious blend of diffusionism and what I 
have called the torch relay view of history, and what may also be called 
the displacement effect, or the doctrine of the essential periphery. The 
historic periphery, one might say, is a subject not object of history in 
Semenov’s view: during various crucial transitions, i.e. the asiatic/slave 
and the slave/feudal, it played a crucial role in the attainment of the 
next historic step (Though Semenov does not really spell this out, the 
same would now seem to be true for the capitalism/socialism transi- 
tion.) The fact that historic leadership is displaced, that the torch is 
passed sideways, that its new erstwhile retarded recipients are also es- 
sential for further progress, dispenses both them and their predecessors 
from that irksome theoretical obligation to ‘pass through all stages’. If 
the sideways displacement effect is essential not accidental, if the active 
participation and contribution of the periphery is a necessary precondi- 
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tion of further progress, it follows not merely that societies need not, but 
actually cannot, parallel each other’s ‘stages’. At the very least, the 
periphery (according to the hypothesis previously backward by ‘stage’ 
criteria) must leapfrog forward when it takes over leadership. If the 
participation of the periphery was essential for the attainment of the 
next stage, then parts of the old centre not affected by the agency of the 
newly active periphery are ipso facto debarred from being the originators 
ofthe next round, the next step up. Some transitions positively require a 
radical change of world leadership, it would appear. 

As stated, this theoretical adjustment or reinterpretation of the 
theory contains a great amount of implicit diffusionism, of the invoca- 
tion of the important process by which societies affect each other 
sideways, and have impact on each other, to the point of transforming each 
other. (This is in contrast with the ‘evolutionist’ model of an ‘internal’ 
or endogenous development.) This diffusionism is rather specific in the 
importance it attributes to what might otherwise be considered the 
passive, ‘backward’ or influence-receiving regions. 

But functionalism is also present in this theory (and it has perhaps 
always been one of the constituents of Marxism). Evolutionists start 
from the fact of endogenous development (and the development of man- 
kind as a whole must be endogenous, as Semenov might insist, if we 
exclude extra-terrestrial intrusions); diffusionists start from the equally 
conspicuous fact of lateral influence; and functionalists start from the 
sometimes most conspicuous fact of stability or stagnation. We have 
seen how much Semenov stresses the stagnation of the orientals and the 
native Australians. 


The dragging of these countries into the zone of influence of the world 
capitalist system led to the overcoming of stagnation . . . Marx took 
this view. 


From all this it would seem to follow that functionalism — the doctrine 
that the main trait of societies is stability, self-perpetuation, and that 
consequently the job of the social analyst is to locate the mechanisms, 
the functions, which contribute to this end result — would seem a pretty 
good approximation to the truth, at any rate for the majority of soci- 
eties, though not for all. Admittedly, this self-preserving equilibrium or 
stagnation of oriental societies (though not of Australian aboriginal 
ones), is one of class-endowed and hence antagonistic structures, so 
that the stability is conflict-ridden rather than peaceful. Such a view 
however would in no way differentiate Semenov from many ‘western’ 
functionalists, who often delight in finding conflict functional and 
seeing functions in conflict. The only difference would be that they 
would extend such a conflict-stressing account to primitive-communal 
societies as well, whether or not they possess ‘classes’. 

We now possess, I think, the outline skeleton of Semenov’s position, 
sketched out as accurately and fairly as I am capable, though not at all 
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times in his own words. Consider now the problems faced by this pos- 
ition. 

First of all it is worth repeating that its central contention seems to 
me correct. If one considers the importance of diffusion in human his- 
tory, and the ephemeral nature, on a historic time scale, of concrete 
societies, and the fact that ‘stages’ are inspired by historic epochs not by 
individual national histories, it does indeed follow that what Semenov 
rightly calls the customary interpretation of unilinealism is so implaus- 
ible that it should never have been adopted, and that only certain 
idiosyncrasies of European history led to its implausibility remaining 
hidden. By abandoning that interpretation, socio-economic formations 
or stages are freed from the need to ‘apply’ to each and every society. 
Ipso facto, the critic of that theory finds himself deprived of a large part of 
his armoury, if not all of it. So is all well? Can the matter rest there? 

There is in the West a well-known and influential theory of science, 
formulated by Sir Karl Popper, which runs roughly as follows: the 
merit of scientific theories lies in their exposure to risk. The more pos- 
sible facts they deny, the more they are at risk, the greater their content 
and merit. So the misguided interpretation of unilinealism was clearly 
full of content, in so far as it denied all the facts assiduously assembled 
by its critics, concerning the failure of this or that society to pass 
through appropriate stages. Semenov’s version is not vulnerable to 
these facts (or at any rate, not vulnerable to an important proportion of 
those facts). Does that mean that it is virtually without content, or at 
any rate that the substance of Marxism has been drastically im- 
poverished? 

Semenov’s adjustment would seem to be ad hoc in the sense that it 
clearly appears to be provoked by those criticisms, and to be designed 
to render them harmless. But his reasoning is not merely in this sense ad 
hoc, it is also entirely cogent. The trouble with any uncritical or 
unselective repudiation of ad hoc adjustments is that arguments may be 
both ad hoc and good. Popperians may be in danger of forgetting that 
such theories, like all others, must benefit from the principle that the 
origin of a theory is unconnected with its merit. Being ad hoc is a kind of 
origin. Such bastardy should not disqualify a candidate of merit. 

The truth of the matter would seem to be that although Semenov’s 
reformulation withdraws unilinealism from the reach of some objec- 
tions, it does not withdraw it from the reach of all of them. Moreover, 
not only does it not lose all the empirical content and testability- 
exposure of the old formulation, it actually highlights some new and 
interesting problems, which, by the criteria of the philosophy of science 
mentioned above, is a hallmark of a good and fertile theory. Both the — 
retained-old and the newly-acquired problems deserve discussion. 

First of all, whilst the reformulation frees societies from the obligation 
to pass through all stages, it surely cannot give them carte blanche to do 
entirely as they please. They were exempted from the old obligation in 
virtue of the importance of diffusion, of the lateral influence of world- 
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leaders, in the sociological sense. Hence they can only claim their 


exemption from the old obligatory stages when such lateral influence 
does operate. It can only permit them to evade the proper sequence 
under the influence of a world centre which drags them into another 
‘stage’. But if insulated (and does insulation never occur?) they must 
either follow the proper order of stages, or perhaps be stagnant. Other- 
wise, they continue to pose a problem for unilinealism, Semenov’s 
reformulation notwithstanding. 

Take a concrete example. In the West, scholars concerned with the 
phenomenon of slavery disagree about the exact number of societies ac- 
tually based on the institution of slavery, but they seem to be agreed 
that the Caribbean and the southern states of the USA, in the appro- 
priate parts of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, fall into this 
category. This retrogression, from late feudalism or early capitalism, 
without the benefit of the influence of any global centre of slave owning, 
(which in any case would not be a torch-carrying world leader but itself 
a case of retrogression), must continue to pose a problem for unilineal- 
ism. 

Or take the problem of stagnation — in other words, the fact that 
‘static’ functionalism does seem true for such a large proportion of 
human societies. Although Semenov’s reformulation rightly allows the 
phenomenon of primitive-communal societies being dragged from their 
periphery into ‘higher’ world systems, it must presumably still be true 
that had this not occurred, those laggards would eventually propel 
themselves upwards by their own inner resources. I suppose we can 
now never know whether indeed they would have done so. For my own 
part, I would quite gladly accept a modified quasi-evolutionist version 
of the transition from primitive-communal to asiatic, which might be 
called the frequency or statistical theory, and which would run as 
follows: not every primitive-communal society contains adequate or 
sufficient seeds of change. The conditions of upward development are 
more complex, and require additional propitious circumstances (say, 
an alluvial river valley suitable for intensive irrigation agriculture — a 
theory which admittedly looks plausible only for the ‘old world’, but I 
am using it only for the sake of argument). The theory would only re- 
quire that this combination of circumstances is sufficiently probable to 
ensure that it should occur sooner or later. Once it occurred, the pro- 
cesses or torch-of-leadership assumption and of diffusion, so much 
stressed (in other terms) by Semenov, would ensure the perpetuation of 
the new stage. It would constitute no objection to such a theory that the 
initial endogenous transformation would only occur in a minority of 
primitive-communal societies. 

Semenov does not actually elaborate such a theory, but it seems to 
me consistent with his position, and in its spirit, and moreover to be 
intrinsically plausible and attractive. What the theory really requires is 
that the spontaneous, endogenous primitive/asiatic transition should 
have occured at least often enough for us to be able, so to speak, to rely 
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onit. This seems to be the case, and Semenov also holds it to be so: 


A first class-endowed society formed itself fully only in two delimited 
areas, the Nile valley and the area between the rivers Tigris and 
Euphrates. . . The subsequent development of mankind followed, on 
the one hand, the line of the emergence of new independent regional 
centres of historic development (the valleys of the Indus and the 
Hwang Ho)... 


The only class formation which can arise exclusively on the basis of 
the disintegration of primitive society alone appears to be the asiatic 
one .. . asiatic societies can emerge as islands, to a considerable 
extent isolated from each other in a sea of peoples remaining in the 
pre-class stage . . . All class societies, emerging in areas which at the 
time were outside the influence of previously formed centres of civil- 
isation, inevitably had to be asiatic rather than slave-owning or 
feudal. The data available... [from] pre-Columban America, 
Oceania and sub-Saharan Africa fully confirm this . . . 


Given the multiplicity of these independent, isolated ‘asiatic islands’, 
in four or five continents, we seem to be safe. If by some accident of 
geography, the Nile flowed into the Indian ocean and the Sahara 
stretched to Suez, there would have been no pharaonic Egypt, but the 
transition from primitive to asiatic would have been safe. The Chinese 
or the Hawaians, the Aztecs and the Incas would still have been there. 
History might have been delayed a bit, but its basic laws would have 
remained unaltered. Only the timetable would have been amended. 

But what does make one feel rather nervous is when one sees the 
torch of progress in one pair of hands only. If those feet had stumbled, if 
that leader had faltered, if those hands had failed .. . what then? It 
makes one scared to think of it. 

For just this seems to have been the situation, on at least one crucial 
occasion: 


_. .the limitation in space and time of the emergence of slave-owning 
society . . . slave-owning social organisms arose not throughout the 
territory of the old centre. . . but only at one ofits distant edges . . . 


Semenov does not discuss the question of the existence of other slave- 
owning societies, but as far as the successors to the old Near-Eastern 
world system are concerned, the ancient Mediterranean seems to have 
been an unique case. This is curious, in as far as the three pre-conditions 
he specifies — iron, pre-existing asiatic society, and early-class invaders 
_ must often have come together. For one thing, why did the new forma- 
tion not spread with Alexander? And after Alexander, there have been 
many invaders of asiatic societies, endowed both with an early class 
structure presumably comparable to that of the Dorians, and with iron, 
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and yet asiatic society remained stubbornly stagnant, and it took the 
brutal prince of capitalism to rouse that sleeping beauty from her 
slumber. 

Here we come to a profound methodological problem which faces 
Semenov’s reinterpretation. The endogenous, acorn-to-oaktree vision 
of human history seems essential to Marxism and to evolutionist theo- 
ries generally; in fact, it defines evolutionism. But how do we know that 
acorns generate oak trees? The answer is that we have numerous 
examples of this particular development. No oak tree is known to have 
sprung from something other than an acorn. But the matter becomes 
more difficult if we only possess one instance only of a particular transi- 
tion. Too many factors are present for us to be able to single out the 
crucial ones. It may be different in modern genetics. It may be that 
microscopic investigation of the genetic equipment enables the geneti- 
cist to identify its growth potential a prior. But in history and the social 
sciences, we simply cannot read the genetic code — whether because our 
theories are not good and precise enough, or because social structures 
are not as tightly organised and uniquely determined in their effects as 
biological ones, or both. If there is only one specimen of slave-owning 
society, at any rate within the mainstream of history, and that one is in 
turn the precondition of all subsequent progress, then we are method- 
ologically in a very difficult situation. One of Semenov’s opponents on 
this issue within the Soviet Union, whom he very fairly quotes, does 
indeed single out this problem as absolutely central: 


... there turned out to be more deviations and exceptions than cases 
falling under the rule [of unilinealism], and secondly —and this is the 
main point — the regularities operating here showed themselves to be 
so specific, that they could not be explained simply by the influence 
of historic environment alone. [L.V. Danilova, ‘Controversial prob- 
lems in the theory of pre-capitalist societies’, also quoted in 
Semenov’s article. An English version is available in Sovzet Anthro- 
pology and Archaeology, 1968, vol. 9, pp. 269-328] 


This may indeed be the main point. If one specific conjuncture of cir- 
cumstances produced an unique event — the emergence of slave-owning 
society — which however also turns out to be an essential link in the 
chain leading to the present, what happens to the necessity of historical 
development? Semenov does not abjure historical necessity. He asserts 
itin the abstract: 


The theory of every distinct social formation reflects the objective 
necessity of the development of ail social organisms, which have at 
their base the corresponding system of productive relations. 

The characteristic trait of a world system of social organisms of a 
given type appears to be the fact that their development inevitably pre- 
pares the appearance of a new, more progressive world system, so 
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that its existence appears to be a necessary link in the history of man- 
kind. [My italics] 


He is also willing to implement this abstract historical determinism by 
specific historically guaranteed predictions: 


The world socialist system appears as the only one which can be and 
necessarily will become global. And in the more distant future, with 
the transition to communism, human society will inevitably trans- 
form itself into a single social organism. 


This final prediction is interesting. By what criterion will the global 
communist society be one organism? Presumably not by political cri- 
teria, in as far as there can be no room for state authorities in a classless 
society. The other plausible criterion would be a shared culture, which 
is indeed in our age the most important criterion of ‘nationality’. But 
why should we expect mankind in the communist stage to become 
culturally homogeneous? Many people would find such a prospect de- 
pressing. But what is interesting about the prediction is the implied 
suggestion — it is no more — that lateral boundaries (between ‘social 
organisms’, or ‘nations’) also express antagonisms. What else, other 
than the absence of antagonisms, would account for the inevitable ero- 
sion of lateral boundaries? If this is so, one could indeed expect lateral 
boundaries to go by the board, if one anticipates a stage of human 
history which will be free of social antagonisms. The idea that lateral inter- 
organism relations, or at least some of them, are also antagonistic is 
indeed implied in Semenov’s scheme. It would seem to follow from the 
importance given within it to the relation between the periphery and 
the centre. Certain crucial transitions can only take place through the 
interaction between centre and periphery. The relationship between 
the two is not immediately a relation between classes, but it is a re- 
lationship between organisms at different stages, and hence containing 
diverse classes at their helm. In this sense, it is also a kind of class anta- 
gonism. The stress on centre-periphery relations and the attempt to 
extend the notion of class relation to it is of course shared by Soviet and 
western Marxists, and is prominant in the recent work of influential 
western Marxists such as Wallerstein (I. Wallerstein, The Modern 
World System, New York, 1974). The whole notion of ‘periphery’, as re- 
cently used, is I suppose an attempt to turn ‘under-development’ into a 
timeless and generic notion, available for use retrospectively on the his- 
toric past. 

However these are tangential issues. The one central methodological 
issue facing the Semenov reinterpretation arises from the essential and 
yet more or less unique character of at least one stage, namely Mediter- 
ranean slave-owning society. The obverse of this uniqueness (which 
Semenov does not assert in so many words) is the fact that we cannot 
rely on this formation to arise on the foundation of its predecessor, 
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‘asiatic society, in the orient. (This failure Semenov stresses explicitly.) 
Slave-owning society, if not unique, at least is not a reliable conse- 
quence of its historic antecedents, unlike asiatic society itself, which 
appears to be a hardy plant flowering irrepressibly in many parts of the 
globe. 

The most influential single sociologist in the West is I suppose Max 
Weber, It would be bizarre to reduce his disagreement with Marx to the 
issue of idealism/materialism. The real difference is something else: it 
is the issue between the acorn/oaktree model and the gatekeeper 
models of human progress. In the Hegelian/Marxist tradition, the 
seeds of progress are there and will come to fruition one way or another. 
On the gatekeeper model, the way forward is barred, but one gate hap- 
pened, fortuitously, to be open. The former model naturally leads to a 
sense of the unity of mankind and its history (a sense which Semenov 
shares so strongly), because it is as it were guaranteed by the potency of 
those shared seeds, whereas the latter vision implies the opposite. 
Weber was indeed obsessed by the distinctiveness of western history, its 
non-universality. It is significant that the real international popularity 
of Weber’s thought came at a period obsessed with the failure of non- 
western acorns to grow easily and quickly into western oak trees, i.e. at 
the time of preoccupation with the difficulties of ‘economic develop- 
ment’ (and/or of its desired political accompaniments.) This is the 
heart of the matter. The one crucial opening in the gate was for him a 
consequence of an accidental combination of circumstances. (Like 
Semenov, he thought he could nevertheless give a causal account of it, 
despite its uniqueness.) He was only an idealist in the thin sense that 
one element in the set of circumstances was an ideological one. The 
other elements were not, and for most societies and situations, he was as 
materialist as they come. 

Semenov’s nearly-unique gate or opening is located much further 
back than Weber’s. It is, as we saw, located at the emergence of slave- 
owning in the Balkans and Italy, over 2000 years prior to the passage of 
Weber’s special gateway. But this does not affect the logical aspect of 
the problem. What happens to historical inevitability, to the generation 
of one stage by another, if one of the stages is quasi-unique or in any 
case simply cannot be relied upon to emerge from its predecessor? This 
is one of the problems Semenov’s reformulation will have to face. 

Whilst Semenov successfully demonstrates that individual societies 
do not need to pass through each and every stage, and that they may 
skip stages when they come under the influence of more advanced, 
torch-carrying centres, nevertheless certain possibilities presumably 
must still remain excluded; there is still a certain overlap in require- 
ments between Semenov’s unitary-history unilinealism, and the old 
parallel-unilinealism. Societies must not jump stages when not impel- 
led to do so by any outside advanced centre, for instance. Semenov does 
not discuss the case of Japan, the one society which, though asiatic in a 
geographic sense, is widely held to have had a genuine feudalism. If 
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slave society was absent in the East, but is held to be a precondition of 
the emergence of feudalism, how was this possible? Societies must not 
go into reverse gear and regress into ‘earlier’ stages, with or without the 
impulsion of some more powerful centre. Can there be centres of retar- 
dation too which also exercise an influence? In brief, the unity of world 
history, the stress on diffusion of more advanced modes of production 
from centres of excellence, does not remove all the problems facing uni- 
linealism. The reinterpretation does not give unilinealism a completely 
clean bill of health, it merely removes some of its difficulties. 

But let us leave these problems, and consider some of the new tasks 
which the interpretation suggests. Semenov’s insistence on the import- 
ance of the periphery and of the sideways passing of the torch is 
reminiscent of a certain familiar philosophy of history, which has often 
been formulated: civilisations or nations or societies must, like three- 
quarters in rugby football, pass the ball sideways if they are to advance. 
There is a poetic formulation of this idea by the Austrian poet and 
playwright Grillparzer, for instance: 


Denn alle Volker dieser weiten Erde, 

Sie treten auf den Schauplatz nach und nach, 

Die an dem Po und bei den Alpen wohnen, 

Dann zu den Pyranden kehrt die Macht. 

Die aus der Seine trinken und der Rhone, 

Schauspieler stets, sie spielen drauf den Herrn. 

Der Brite spannt das Netz von seiner Insel, 

Und treibt die Fische in sein goldnes Garn. 

Ja, selbst die Menschen jenseits eurer Berge, 

Das blaugeaugte Volk voll roher Kraft, 

Das nur im Fortschritt kaum bewahrt die Starke 

Blind, wennes handelt, thatlos, wenn es denkt, 

Auch sie bestrahlt der Weltensonne Schimmer, 

Und Erbe aller Friithern glanzt ihr Stern. 

Dann kommt’s auf euch, an euch und eure Briider, 

Der letzte Aufschwung ist’s der matten Welt. 

Die lang gedient, sie werden endlich herrschen, 

Zwar breit und weit, allein nicht hoch, noch tief; 

Die Kraft, entfernt von ihrem ersten Ursprung, 

Wird schwicher, ist nur noch erborgte Kraft. 

Doch werdet herrschen ihr und euren Namen 

Als Siegel driicken auf der kunftgen Zeit. 
(Grillparzer, Libussa, Act V). 


Thus spoke Libu8e, while presiding over the transition from 
matriarchy to early state formation and urbanisation among the western 
Slavs; the occasion of the prophecy was the foundation of the city of 
Prague. My translation follows: 
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Thus all the peoples on the expanse of earth 

The worldly stage ascend, each turn by turn, 
Those living by the Po and in the Alps, 

Then to the Pyrenees the power shifts. 

Those who drink from the Seine and from the Rhone, 
Were actors ever, then they played the lords. 

The Briton spreads a net from his fair isle, 

And drives the fish into his golden snare. 

Yea, even the men who live beyond your hills, 

The blue-eyed nation full of uncouth strength, 

A folk which barely holds its place in progress, 
Blind when it acts, and deedless when it thinks; 
They too will feel the rays of the world’s sun, 

Their star will shine, succeeding all the rest. 

Your turn will come, for you and for your brethren, 
The final upsurge of a weary earth. 

Those who have served so long will rule at last, 
Though far and wide, yet without height or depth; 
The strength, so far now from its primal spring, 
Grows weaker, being now but borrowed force. 

Yet you will rule, and press your name as seal 

On time to come, time which is yet to be. 


But there is a certain asymmetry in Semenov’s version. The torch 
needs to be advanced sideways on numerous occasions, but not always. 
Inthe first transition (primitive/asiatic), the question of it being passed 
from a more advanced centre to a retarded periphery simply did not 
arise, as there weren’t any advanced centres. If you break up ‘primitive 
society’ into a number of sub-stages, as is done by the Soviet scholar 
Maretin, this point then applies once again to the first of these sub- 
Stages. (See Yu. V. Maretin, Community and its Types in Indonesia, 
separately published offprint, Proceedings of the VII World Congress 
of Anthropology, Nauka, Moscow, 1964.) Thus, in the first transition, 
everyone is equally retarded, or if you like, no one is retarded, and without 
any centre, there can be no periphery. At the next transition (asiatic/ 
slave) the side-step was essential: the asiatic heartlands do not seem 
to have the potential for endogenous growth, but sink into canonically 
documented stagnation. The same is repeated next time: the slave/ 
feudal transition once again takes place at the edge of the old centre. 
But the feudal/capitalist transition is exceptional: it is, so to speak, a 
centre-preserving transition, and this is quite idiosyncratic, if one spells 
out Semenov’s schema in detail. Is this connected with the fact that it is 
the one transition to which western historical sociology is really sensi- 
tive? If there is at present any kind of philosophy of history at all in the 
West, it is an unsystematised one, which concentrates on the big social 
transformation wrought by industrialisation. It perceives two historical 
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transformations — the neolithic and the industrial revolutions. In be- 
tween, there are conquests rather than inwardly-destined and deep 
metamorphoses. No one has yet articulated this vision with philosophic 
depth. The philosophy of ‘industrial society’ has not yet found its 
Hegel. But if the feudal/capitalist tradition is so unusual, how is it to be 
explained? Why is one particular transition centre-preserving, whereas 
all others (except the first, which had no choice) are centre-shifting? 
The last transition, which is yet to come, will also be unique, in that it 
will be neither centre-preserving nor centre-displacing, but centre- 
dissolving. 

Strictly speaking, not one but two contrasts are involved here. Some 
transitions preserve leadership, and some can only be accomplished 
by means of the displacement of the advanced centre. But further- 
more there is also the contrast between society-preserving and so- 
ciety-destroying transitions (irrespective of the question of national 
leadership). The two distinctions are not identical and cut across 
each other. As far as the very first epochal transition is concerned, 
the issue of society-preservation does already arise (whereas the issue 
of the preservation of leadership could not yet arise, there not having 
been any prior leaders). Semenov explicitly says that the first class- 
endowed societies emerge not through a metamorphosis of primitive 
ones, but through their destruction, and on their ruins. Both 
questions arise in the second and third transitions, which are 
both ‘displacement of leadership’ and ‘discontinuity of societies’ 
transitions. The next transition is doubly contrasted with them: leader- 
ship stays put, and societies preserve themselves. But the transition 
from capitalism to socialism is the most interesting one, from this 
viewpoint: leadership does shift sideways, but at the same time 
societies are preserved. The last transition, Semenov predicts, will dis- 
solve the previously existing distinct societies, and we can on general 
Marxist grounds assume that leadership will move only in the sense of 
dissolving altogether. It will move, but not to anyone. It will just move 
away. 

This second contrast between society-preserving transitions and 
others, obviously crucial and central for any further development of this 
philosophy of history, in effect brings to the fore the whole question of 
why there are, and also why sometimes there are not, continuous soci- 
eties, nations, cultures or whatever. Traditional Marxism can be 
accused, at best, of not highlighting the question, and at worst of 
treating it as something epiphenomenal and of no great interest. A dis- 
missive attitude to this question simply is not possible within 
Semenov’s schema. The diversity and plurality of nations and cultures 
is not a contingent accident, a by-product of the isolation and hence of 
the linguistic and other idiosyncrasies of primitive communities, but an 
essential fact, without which the whole process of world history could 
not work. This seems to follow, if from nothing else, from the crucial 
role played by peripheral nations on those three supremely important 
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occasions in world history. If a backward and distinct periphery is es- 
sential for some steps forward, there could be no progress in a world 
with one nation only. 

The schema highlights a point which others have reached by differ- 
ent paths: that ethnicity seems to have a different role in the later stages 
of history, and in the course of the later transitions, from the one it had 
during earlier epochs. In connection, for instance, with the asiatic mode 
of production and its epoch, Semenov notes the non-congruence be- 
tween political organisation and ‘social organism’. Though he does not 
say so, the same is also conspicuously true of slave-owning society, 
whose political units varied from small city states to the ecumenical 
Roman empire, without apparently any corresponding radical change 
inthe underlying relations of production. (‘The same appears to be true 
in Mongolia and central Asia, according to the material of a Soviet 
scholar, S.I. Vainstein. In her introduction to his study of the Tuvin- 
ians, Nomads of South Siberia, Cambridge, 1979, Caroline Humphrey 
writes, ‘Vainstein’s material adds up to the following conclusion: there 
are no transformations in the technology of herding, nor of agriculture, 
nor of craft or commodity production, which “account for” the rise and 
fall of the steppe empires.’) Non-congruence between ethnicity and 
polity also seems hardly disputable for the feudal age, with its shadowy 
larger units and its fragmented political micro-units. It is during the 
subsequent two stages that two of the things occur which may well be 
connected: societies acquire a kind of persistence, become continuous 
and ‘pass through’ the transitions, and ethnicity becomes an important 
(though not the exclusive) principle of political-unit delimitation. One 
can add to this the idiosyncratic fact that no sideways passing of the 
torch occurs during the first of the two great modern transitions, which at 
the same time looks like being the big and crucial transition for bourgeois 
sociologists: the emergence of ‘rational’ production. 

One can of course think of good ad hoc reasons why the transition from 
feudalism to capitalism had to be endogenous and society-preserving. 
It was a transition in which commercial and production-oriented 
strata took over from a predatory or display-oriented military 
nobility — a contrast which of course greatly struck the early Euro- 
pean sociologists. This being so, it could hardly be a transition in 
which the historical midwife would be a war of conquest and domina- 
tion. It was the un-martial ones — at least in their outward aspect — who 
were the victors then. It was the warriors who were the vanquished. 
They could hardly be defeated at their own game and in their own field 
by newcomers ill-suited for it. The victory had to be effected by in- 
ternal mechanisms inside a society. If it was decided by war at all, it 
was civil war, which preserved the continuity of state and society even 
if it changed the identity of rulers within it. One can also put the case 
negatively: is it conceivable that the emergence of bourgeois society out 
of a feudal one would have been the work of peripheral — bluntly: bar- 
barian — invaders? There is something bizarre about the idea of such 
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tribal invaders demolishing the baron’s castle and then settling down 
in its ruins as burghers, traders, financiers and entrepreneurs. 

No, this transition for once had to be endogenous, and hence both 
society- and national-leadership-preserving. But I must confess that I 
find the ad hoc reasons which I have sketched out above, in order to 
explain the idiosyncrasy, rather inelegant precisely because of their ad 
hoc quality. They are plausible as far as they go, but if history is such a 
unity — if transitions generally involve a side-step, but not on this one 
occasion —I’d like to see some good general reason for this asymmetry. 
What I have described as the implicit, unformulated western philo- 
sophy of history, does seem to have the advantage here: by treating the 
transition to industrialism as in any case quite unique, it is not embar- 
rassed by then finding further unique traits in it. Semenov’s version of 
the Hegelo-Marxist vision transforms it from an essentially Euro- 
centric self-congratulatory one — which it had been normally — into an 
encouraging pat on the back for late developers. But in doing this, it 
finds one particular transition, the feudalism/ capitalism one, embar- 
rassingly idiosyncratic. 

Let us return however to the overall conceptual strategy of Semenov’s 
work and its place in the intellectual world of Soviet scholarship. He has 
saved unilinealism from at any rate some of the historical objections to 
it by means of his strong stress on the unity of history, on the inequality 
between centre and periphery which nevertheless are parts of one single 
process, on the diffusion from centre to periphery, which is however ac- 
companied by an essential role of periphery in the course of crucial 
transitions; in brief he adopts what may be called the relay torch 
pattern of historical leadership, which stresses the importance of lead- 
ership and emulation. The last shall be first. This was always a Marxist 
view, but Semenov’s schema gives it an ethnic twist in addition to its old 
class meaning. The consequence of all this has been a schema which 
highlights not only the highly problematical nature of the historical 
continuity of societies or nations, but also certain specific and intrigu- 
ing oddities in this field — that the patterns of social continuity and of 
global leadership by societies are rather different at different stages and 
in the course of diverse traditions. Once noted and stressed, these ques- 
tions can hardly be ignored. . 

But the suggestiveness of Semenov’s ideas in this direction is not, so 
to speak, simply an irrelevant price or by-product of the main objective, 
namely the defence of unilinealism. Though the relevance is not spelt 
out, let alone underscored by him, it is there: the most conspicuous 
research innovation within Soviet anthropology recently has been a 
concern with ethnicity, with the ethnos, and moreover a concern with it 
in the modern, non-archaic period, which is marked by the idiosyn- 
cratic persistence of ethnoses. In other words, there is a sense in which the 
world-historical theoretical formulation proposed by Semenov, and the 
concrete research into ethnicity led by Bromley, dovetail very neatly. 

The argument would not merely explain why the existence of 
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distinctive ethnic groups is essential to world history, it would also, and in 
intimate connection with the previous point, help explain the persistence 
and historic importance of real war, as opposed to the metaphori- 
cal class war. In a remarkable book (Philosophers of Peace and War, 
Cambridge, 1978) W.B. Gallie argues (p. 99): 


This problem arises . . . from the fact that the existence of war... 
cannot be considered or dealt with or controlled, simply as one facet 
or by-product of mankind’s great constructive task of achieving a just 
and satisfying economic order. Or to speak more simply, from its first 
beginnings Marxist overall social theory was defective, through its 
failure to place and explain the different possible roles of war in 
human history. 


Whatever other functions warfare may have — and Semenov no doubt 
would not disagree with Marx’s account of its essential role in ancient 
slave-owning society — during the crucial side-stepping movements it 
would be an inevitable agent of the diffusion or even the very estab- 
lishment of the new social order. Gallie quotes that devastatingly 
accurate prediction by Engels of the nature of the First World War, 
published as early as 1888; but goes on to add that Engels misunder- 
stood the practical implications of his theoretical insight, whilst Lenin 
understood the practical implications without necessarily appreciating 
the theoretical point. War was essential to the emergence of a new order 
on the periphery. As Gallie puts it (p. 98): 


For, contrary to Marx and Engels, who had maintained that Tsarism 
would fall only to a revolution from within, Lenin was persuaded that 
it would fall only as the result of an utterly disastrous war — and that 
meant as long a war, and as generalised a global war, as possible . . . 
In sum, Lenin’s stance in 1914 was not simply good Marxism, a 
faithful adherence to its classic doctrines . . . it was also a necessity of 
his particular task as leader of the Russian Marxist Socialists . . . 
Lenin was committed, in fact if not in word, to international social- 
ism for the sake of one country, from 1911 onwards, if not from the outset 
of his revolutionary career. 


Semenov’s schema is also suggestive or expressive in other intriguing 
ways. These additional ideas or suggestions are implicit in the arrange- 
ment of the material and not articulated by Semenov himself, who 
consequently cannot in fairness be held in any way responsible for 
them, one way or the other. They are in the eye of this beholder or in- 
terpreter, who must consequently assume complete responsibility for 
them. 

A striking trait of the schema is its strong sense, not of world- 
historical individuals (none are mentioned, and there is conspicuous 
absence of any cult of personality in this philosophy of history), but of, 
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ee rere 
so to speak, welt-historische Voelker. (Bryce Gallie for instance said about 
Lenin that ‘he was to become the one unquestionably ‘“‘world-historical 
individual” of our century’. But no world-historical individuals appear 
on Semenov’s tableau. His heroes are nations or collectivities.) They 
are the nations who assume leadership, and the criteria of leadership 
are ultimately moral —a contribution towards the fulfilment of the ulti- 
mate destiny of mankind as a whole, a destiny whose culmination, both 
ina chronological and an evaluative sense, is known. The West has lost 
all such confidence, and despises its Victorian predecessors for having 
had it. A western anthropologist who dared speak, without irony, of the 
mission civilisatrice or of the ‘white man’s burden’, would be more or less 
ostracised by his professional community. Semenov has no hesitation in 
using the notion of differences of level of development and referring to 
the obligations of global leadership which this carries with it. 

The major mechanism of progress in the past has been the leadership 
and influence exercised by an advanced centre over the retarded per- 
iphery. This influence defined leadership and the location of leadership 
in turn defined the world-historical epoch. Secondly, Semenov tells us 
that the most advanced world-system in existence now is the socialist 
one. The joint implication of these two assertions is not spelt out, but it 
is obvious. The moral obligations of leadership which this imposes on 
that system and on its centre are clear. If such leadership is exercised in 
the course of aiding nations which had been for too long committed to 
stagnation, it may well fail to be properly appreciated. It may be no ac- 
cident that it is precisely the previously most stagnant society which is 
also now the most recalcitrant in accepting guidance from the leading 
centre. 

But that is not all. Russia was once expected to be the third Rome. 
This did not come to be — at least not literally. However, three times in 
our single and united pan-human history did mankind advance only by 
taking a step sideways; thrice was the torch of progress handed over toa 
nation on the periphery, advance being blocked by the centre. Once it 
was passed to the Dorians when they established a slave-owning society 

at the far West of the ancient orient; once it was handed to the Franks 
when they built the centre of feudalism in the outlying marchlands of 
declining slave society. More recently the banner of leadership was 
transmitted for the third time. 


PART II 


The distinctiveness of the primitive 


A. I. PERSHITS 


_ Ethnographic reconstruction of the history of 
primitive society 


The history of primitive society looms large in the Marxist under- 
standing of history. This is because it helps to solve a number of prob- 

lems. Above all there is the great significance of the general concept of 

primitive society for the Marxist theory of the historical process. It 
_asserts that primitive society — or the primitive communal system — was 
_ the first socio-economic formation in the history of mankind, and was 
the only one which knew neither private property, nor antagonistic 
classes, nor state power. The concept of pristine collectivism enables 
_ the founders of scientific communism to demonstrate not the primor- 
dial, but, on the contrary, the historically conditioned and, therefore, 
__ transient character of all these basic institutions of class society. It will 
be recalled that in their concept of the history of primitive society, Marx 
and Engels drew on the research carried out in the nineteenth century, 
especially on the works by Morgan. A large amount of new material has 
been accumulated since then and some of the old conclusions could not 
but become outdated as science developed. This confronted scientists 
with the alternative of deciding which conclusions need to be refined or 
revised — the more specific and secondary, or those which are of prin- 
cipal, methodological significance? It is the second solution which is 
prevalent in western anthropology. Some scientists have continued to try 
to prove the pristine character of the rudimentary forms of private 
ownership, state power, etc.! It is noteworthy that even those scholars 
who, like Gellner, give in principle a positive assessment of the theory of 
socio-economic formations, are rather sceptical about the first such 
system — the primitive one.? Hence the great importance attached by 
Marxist science to the reconstruction of primitive society and its history 
on the basis of all the facts available today. 

Another important goal of this kind of reconstruction is to provide 
science with more knowledge. Here we proceed from the conviction 
that any cultural phenomenon can be understood only if it is studied in 
the historico-genetic context, and not only from the structural- 
cum-functional viewpoint. Many elements of culture are rooted in the 


86 Part II: The distinctiveness of the primitive 


primeval past and later manifest themselves in a modified form. 

Lastly, there is still another purpose of studying the history of primi- 
tive society, which is of practical significance. Today there are quite a 
few backward peoples who have retained various pre-class forms, often 
those which were fused with the latest class relation. The ethnographic 
assessment of phenomena like the remnants of the clan and communal 
traditions, the activity of secret societies, tribalism, etc. may help these 
peoples in their social, economic, political and cultural advancement. 

Another reason why special importance is attached to the history of 
primitive society, apart from the goals concerning world outlook, 
knowledge and practical tasks, is the distinctiveness of its methodology 
and sources. While other sections of historical science are based mainly 
on written monuments, the history of primitive society, at least prior to 
the emergence of the first class societies, wholly pertains to the prelite- _ 
rate stage in the development of humanity and is reconstructed on the 
basis of other sources. Hence the tendency, which is traced back to 
Radcliffe-Brown and Lowie and is characteristic of the western concep- 
tion of scholarship, to draw a distinction between scholarship proper, 
which studies only the civilised peoples with a written language, and 
prehistory or prehistoric (sometimes also protohistoric) archaeology, 
studying primitive society before it reached that level of civilisation.® A 
kind of a compromise and, at the same time, marked headway was 
made in the 1950s when ‘ethnohistory,’ a new subdivision within 
American socio-cultural anthropology, emerged in order to undertake, 
as it is often conceived, a reconstruction of the history of preliterate 
peoples by combining the written sources of neighbouring civilised 
societies with ethnographic and other data.* In methodological terms, 
this idea resembles another one, formulated in West European science 
somewhat earlier, of singling out ‘parahistory’, commencing in 
preliterate societies with the emergence of written sources in other 
parts of the globe, which provided certain possibilities for ‘historising’ 
the peoples before they reached the civilisation level.° 

It is obvious that here the formal historiographical approach replaces 
the substantial approach to classification. In reality, however, all 
peoples, whatever the sources used to reconstruct their history, are the 
subjects of one single historical process. Hence, the development of all 
peoples is studied by one historical science, although, naturally, one or 
another aspect of this science (and of the adjacent sciences) comes to 
the foreground for the study of diverse stages of history. This is precisely 
why we look to the history of primitive society, although it is based 
almost wholly, not on written information, but rather on archae- 
ological, paleoanthropological, ethnographic and other data, as an 
organic element of one historical science. At present this approach to 
the question, which Marx and Engels stressed (in ‘German ideology’ 
that history should not be contrasted with prehistory) often attracts 
western researchers as well.® Most recently, it has become relevant for 
the contrast of history and ‘ethnohistory.’ Thus, C. Hudson notes with 
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good reason that ‘by consigning preliterate peoples to ethnohistory, 
however, we remove them from the category of humanity to which we 
ourselves belong.” 

I believe that the singling out of proto- or para- or ethno-history 
should be transferred into another level. Being part and parcel of total 
historical science, the history of primitive society is subdivided into his- 
tory dealing with the period ending with the emergence of most ancient 
civilisations, and the history of a society coexisting with the class society 
and developing at the outskirts of civilisation. These subdivisions of the 
history of primitive society, like the societies themselves, may be 
defined as preclass and epiclass (here the prefix ‘epi’ means existing at 
the same time). Belonging to similar types of primitive societies, the 
preclass and epiclass societies differ in the degree of the spontaneity of 
their development, which I am going to dwell upon somewhat later. 
This differentiation allows us to avoid a possible ambiguity of the word 
‘primitive’ and is clearer (as regards notions and terminology) than the 
differentiation between the historically primitive societies and those 
lagging behind in their development. So far, this is merely a recom- 
mendation, and in this paper I am using the traditional term ‘primitive’ 
in the sense of preclass, and ‘lagging behind in its (their) development’ 
in the sense of epiclass. 

So what are the possibilities today of reconstructing the history of 
primitive society? How much pertinent information is there in the dif- 
ferent sources, and what part of it is properly ethnographic? These 
questions can be answered differently with respect to diverse periods in 
the development of primitive society. 

As for the most ancient epoch of the early paleolithic era, the data 
provided by paleoanthropology, primatology to some extent, and 
especially archaeology, are of primary, if not exclusive, significance. 
The evidence supplied by paleoanthropology, such as skulls, endo- 
crans, signs of injuries on bone remnants, burial places, etc. offers 
material by which we can judge about the psychology, demographic 
structure and even the social life of the collectivities of archanthrops 
and paleoanthrops. Their significance, however, is not to be overesti- 
mated: they are not very large and, at least as far as sociological con- 
clusions are concerned, do not always make it possible to decide what is 
the rule and what is the exception. The area in which one can use pri- 
matological results, however one assesses the legitimacy of this method, 
is restricted to the earliest stage of sociogenesis. In this context, the fast 
growing data of archaeology are becoming increasingly important, 
though here too, when applied to a given delimited epoch and a well- 
defined sphere, the truth is evidently somewhere halfway between the 
cautious optimism of Childe and the moderate pessimism of de Laet.* It 
is no accident that in archaeology, as well as in paleoanthropology, the 
same data lead various scholars to diametrically opposed conclusions. 
Take, for instance, the recent excavations of the early paleolithic settle- 
ments in Soviet territory (Kudaro, Tsona, Azykh, and others), in which 
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some archaeologists see evidence of a universal existence of communes, 
i.e. collectivities that were well knit together socially, and others see in 
them only distinct harbingers of subsequent communal organisation in 
a so-called primitive human herd.® Generally speaking, the lack of suf- 
ficient ethnographic parallels for that epoch makes it an area of most 
vigorous debates which, in theoretical terms, concern the question of 
the legitimacy of placing the material within the framework of the pri- 
mitive social formation.'° 

True, the adherents of the so-called ‘new archaeology’ trend that 
took shape in the USA in the 1960s believe that the methods of histori- 
cal reconstruction can be based on systems analysis of any one of the 
interrelated elements making up archaeological complexes. ‘The recon- 
struction of the absent elements is done in this case by a comparison of 
some subsystems with others, aided by an analysis of a mass of facts by 
statistical and computer methods. However, even the most outstanding 
representatives of this trend do not deny the significance of ethnogra- 
phic data as a means of modelling reconstructed social relationships 
and checking purely archaeological hypotheses.’ I shall not analyse 
here the archaeological methods proper, but confine myself to noting 
their relatively great significance for the study of the socio-cultural 
complexes of those early epochs for which we have no ethnographic 
parallels. 

As primitive man exceeded the bounds of the early paleolithic, we 
came to possess, apart from the facts of archaeology, the data of 
ethnography on the peoples of the world which lag behind in their de- 
velopment. Perhaps it is not worth giving much thought to finding a 
comparative evaluation of archaeological and ethnographic sources for 
the reconstruction of the history of primitive society as from that land- 
mark. The former attract us by their unquestioned simultaneity with 
the epoch which is being reconstructed; and the latter by their all- 
embracing and solid character. A comprehensive application of both is 
necessary (and written sources should also be used whenever possible) 
and it is this approach that is getting most widespread. But, as it was 
aptly observed by a Soviet ethnographer, while archaeology is offering 
us merely a skeleton, ethnography enables us to judge the texture and 
the functioning of a living organism.!* This raises a cardinal question 
for the evaluation of the history of primitive society: just how represen- 
tative are ethnographic data for the understanding of the history of the 
primitive community? 

There are two methods of using ethnographic data for the recon- 
struction of primitive history: the historical comparative method and 
the method of survivals. The former is the basic one, according to which 
the primeval past of mankind is reconstructed by comparing its 
stages with the corresponding nations which are at present lagging be- 
hind in their development. The historical comparative method appeals 
to the unity of the world historical process, and for anyone who 
recognises this unity the validity of this method is beyond doubt. Never- 
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heless, its concrete application comes up against definite difficulties, 
rising from the question of the comparability or congruence of the 
compared entities. 

In contrast with such classics of evolutionism as Bastian and Taylor, 
ve know full well that the unity of the world historical process is deter- 
mined not merely by the nature of sociological laws but also by contacts 
between various groups of mankind which steadily increase in the 
course of historical development.'’ These contacts took place in the 
primeval epoch of mankind as well, but they acquired a special import- 
ance with the emergence and expansion of the area of civilisations 
whose influence, in one way or another, was felt by their close and dis- 
tant primitive periphery. Even the isolation of Australian aborigines in 
the precolonial period was not absolute, and the influence of more 
advanced societies on the less developed ones increased many times 
over since the time of great geographic discoveries. This influence 
should not be exaggerated either: on more than one occasion, attention 
was drawn to the fact that external influences are effective above all 
when the ground has been prepared by internal development of the 
recipient societies. Likewise, it cannot be underrated. I cannot but 
agree with those researchers who consider that a large number of 
underdeveloped societies which have been studied by ethnographers in 
modern times, had been subjected to outside influence in previous 
epochs, and that their representativeness is correspondingly limited for 

the history of primitive society.'* 

There is another factor to be reckoned with. The very fact that cer- 
tain tribes have lagged behind in their development poses the question 
_ whether they may be identified with the primitive tribes of the ‘old 
_ world’ which advanced at a far higher rate and, therefore, whether the 
_ geographic and historical factors which, among other things, caused 

stagnation did not play a significant role. This is especially true about 
the less developed tribes of hunters and gatherers aptly described by M. 
_ Sahlins as ‘displaced persons.’ Such societies probably degenerated 
_ in part and may be regarded as deformed. 
It is not without reason that in recent times many western scholars, 
while recognising the validity of archaeological-ethnographic com- 
parisons, confine their possibility merely.to the regions where the 
continuity of cultural development can be traced archaeologically.'° ‘This 
view, however, in which the method of ‘controlled comparison’ proposed 
by Eggan in 1954 is used as a starting point, seems to be too extreme. 
Elaborated in Soviet ethnography, the theory of economic-cultural 
types opens up possibilities for comparing societies of a similar type, 
regardless of the area of their location and cultural continuity.'’ A simi- 
lar stand is taken by such prominent foreign archaeologists as Clark. In 
his view, uninterrupted development adds to the authenticity of com- 
parisons but the latter, however, are admissible whenever it concerns 
the societies with similar levels in their manner of securing of means of 
subsistence and ecology.'* 
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All this goes to show that modern societies (in the broad sense of the 
word) which lag behind in their development are not the equivalents, 
but merely the analogues of primitive societies, and that in using the 
historical comparative method one should be guided by the general 
principles of drawing conclusions by analogy, with due respect for the 
usual conditions of enhancing the probability of such conclusions. As is 
known, an analogy should be based on as many relevant traits as pos- 
sible. Considering our goals, this means that to reach conclusions about 
a primitive-historical model A, we should ascertain its similarity with 
ethnographic model A!, with which it is being compared in a con- 
siderable number of important features revealed archaeologically in the 
former case, and ethnographically in the latter. The larger this number, 
the more probable the analogy, and vice versa. If some of the significant 
features of the models obviously do not coincide, an analogy is rendered 
invalid. It is important to bear in mind another requirement of increas- 
ing the probability of conclusions made by analogy: the feature to be 
revealed should be linked with other features as closely as possible, and 
be as closely determined as possible. 

So what are the limits, in terms of stages and subjects, of applying the 
historical comparative method which may also be called ‘the method of 
ethnographic analogues’? 

As far as archaeological eras are concerned, this method is now often 
applied to the late paleolithic, because the material culture of the 
aborigines of Tasmania and, to some extent, of Australia bears a resem- 
blance to the late paleolithic culture. But for all that, this parallel is 
disputable since the differences are not less significant. Here we deal 
with different forms of hunting activity and different levels of settled 
life, which, even when other essential elements are almost similar, 
could not but influence the social organisation in the whole. It is no 
accident that other scholars are trying to reconstruct the social organisa- 
tion of classical settled hunters and gatherers, who lived in the late 
paleolithic, by analogy with the communities of settled horticulturists, 
which, by the way, is also contestable. Perhaps we have no reliable 
ethnographic analogues of late paleolithic communities at all. But, begin- 
ning with the next archaeological epoch, at least when it concerns 
many regions of the globe, the availability of ethnographic analogues is 
certain: tools and implements of production, direction and level of 
economic development, the character of settlements and living quar- 
ters, and some other characteristics are identical at the stage of classic 
mesolithic, on the one hand, and among the wandering tribes of hun- 
ters and gatherers of the modern times on the other. 

Now, as far as subject matter is concerned, this method is far more 
effective when applied to socio-economic, rather than to socio- 
ideological, structures. This is only natural, since the former are more 
rigidly determined by material elements of production. Thus, the social 
organisation of wandering hunters and gatherers is, as a rule, of the 
same type and consists of local groups composed of nuclear families, 
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and kinship links among them may be either matrilineal or patrilineal. 
Furthermore, the lack of a rigid determination of causal connection in 
many cultural spheres, revealing merely statistical rather than dyna- 


"mic regularities, leaves open vast opportunities for the further use of 


ethnographic analogues. Interesting in this respect are attempts of 
Soviet and western scientists to outline certain complexes of interre- 
lated socio-cultural structures. Thus Butinov singles out a complex 
traced in the material on Papuans and characteristic for the neolithic 
era. In that complex the previously productive economy is combined 
with the clan form of community and the nuclear form of the family, 
clan form of kinship and inheritance.’ Trigger and other ‘new archae- 
ology’ adherents are evolving the notion of a component (or subsystem) 
of an interrelated combination of cultural features, which develops in 
certain ecological conditions.?® Opportunities, which are evidently 
fairly large, are offered in this field by mathematical methods of systems 
analysis. 

Since the ethnographic method is restricted by limits of time and of 
subject matter, the method of survivals is an important supplement to 
it. It may be extended to all the stages of the history of primitive man- 
kind and is used for the study of super-structural phenomena (i.e. 
institutions and ideas) to the same extent as for basis phenomena (those 
pertaining to the economic sphere). This is explained by the fact that 
super-structural forms have a relative autonomy and the further away 
these forms appear to be from their socio-economic foundation, the 
greater the autonomy. True, the method of survivals, like the very 
notion of survival, has come up against strong criticism in the West, 
especially from functionalist-ethnographers, and also from some re- 
searchers in the Soviet Union.?! The objections concern, above all, 
Taylor’s comparison of a survival with rudiments in a living organism, 
the singling out of a survival’s discrepancy from a given state of culture 
as the main trait of that survival; its inexplicability in terms of a given 
culture. This interpretation of a survival is doubtful indeed: hardly 
anyone will find such survivals of the past which would not undergo a 
change through conditions of a later period, and which would not 
acquire a new content or become the functional elements of the system 
which has absorbed them. If this is so, the very method of survivals 
would lose its foundation. 

However, another view of the survival is possible: a survival of the 
past which has retained its old form but acquired a new content. In this 
case the analysis of the outward specifics alone offers certain oppor- 
tunities for the ethnographic reconstruction of phenomena belonging to 
the previous historical epochs. There is the classical example of the cus- 
tom of avoidance among affines. Radcliffe-Brown seems to be right 
in saying that, functionally, they prevented quarrels. But this function 
obviously does not correspond to the very strict form of interdictions 
which, as was convincingly proved by Taylor, could arise only with 
achange of customs, in this case the locality of marriage. 


92 Part II: The distinctiveness of the primitive 


The method of survivals is not an easy one, of course, and may open 
up a possibility of different, and sometimes arbitrary, interpretations. 
Thus, various researchers associate the customs according to which 
children are brought up in other families (fosterage), with the echoes 
of group marriage, or with avunculate, or with the same processes 
arising during the epoch of class-formation, or with relationships 
between vassal and suzerain in early feudal society.2? Of these 
interpretations, the last two find confirmation in_historical- 
ethnographic material indicating a gradual transformation of given 
custom in the process of the disintegration of the tribal system and the 
formation of society. On the other hand, the first two interpretations 
present a purely logical construction and can hardly be substantiated, 
since the fosterage custom has not been noted in any of the pristine 
tribes. Thus, a proper application of the method of survivals for retro- 
spective reconstruction requires a necessary analysis of their firm roots 
in another stage. 

The evaluation of sources, which is the foundation of the history of 
society, is considerably enlarged by complementing the method of eth- 
nographic analogues with the method of survivals. Thus, although 
there are no reliable ethnographic analogues for the late paleolithic, a 
researcher can ‘plunge’ into that epoch by studying the survivals pre- 
served in the analogues of the subsequent archaeological epochs. An 
example of this is furnished by the interesting attempts of Yu.I. 
Semenov to reconstruct the early forms of relations of production, the 
original localised clan, and the non-local group marriage on the basis of 
survivals.”% 

There are other, narrower, methods by which ethnographic ana- 
logues enter the historical past. Among them is the study of oral 
traditions, in particular, views of the historical past of the given peoples, 
i.e. the oral historiography of the aborigines. Soviet and foreign ethno- 
graphers alike have devoted special works to the method employed in 
this kind of research.** 

I would like to stress here the increasing role played by the elabor- 
ation of the ethnographic methods used in the reconstruction of the his- 
tory of primitive society. As distinct from paleoanthropology and 
archaeology, with their virtually inexhaustible possibilities of obtaining 
new factual data by way of excavations, ethnography has, on the whole, 
exhausted its field resources. The few tribes that have not been studied 
and now live, according to some sources, in the backwood regions of 
Australia, New Guinea and Amazonia, are unlikely to add much to the 
total volume of the information accumulated by ethnography. This also 
applies to the official and narrative sources containing ethnographic in- 
formation. In these conditions a primary significance is attached to the 
further improvement, in keeping with up-to-date demands, of the 

methods used in the theoretical interpretation of the data which our sci- 
ence possesses today. 

It would be a mistake, however, to overestimate the potential of the 
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nethods described here for a reliable ethnographic reconstruction of all 
oncrete institutions and forms of the primitive social formation. More 
often than not, we are compelled to make up for the lack of factual data 
by hypotheses, and are able to produce judgments with certainty only 
about the outlines of social development. But hypotheses, and not | 
merely empirical observations, are necessary for the development of il 
theoretical generalisations, and their role in the history of primitive so- |] 
siety is no smaller than it is in any other science. As new facts are being 

| 

| 

| 


iccumulated, some hypotheses are inevitably scrapped, as were some 
of the suppositions by Morgan concerning the early forms of marriage, 
while others are refined and find a new confirmation, as was the case 
with his thesis about the emergence of a ‘political’ society on the basis of 
the establishment of private ownership, which was specified and 
developed by the Marxist science. Such a logical process of perfecting 
scientific knowledge does not detract from the important role of theory 
and of broad theoretical inquiry. These constitute the only way of get- 
ting one’s bearings in the vast, and at times controversial, amount of 
factual data provided by the study of the history of primitive society. 
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JAMES WOODBURN 


Hunters and gatherers today and reconstruction 


of the past 


In the past few years a substantial amount of important new detailed 
field research has been carried out among contemporary hunting and 
gathering societies.'! This is an appropriate time to take stock and 
to think carefully about what these societies have in common and how 
they may differ, if at all, from the hunters and gatherers of the past. 
What inferences, however tentative, can we make about hunters and 
gatherers of the late pre-neolithic period, the few thousand years before 
the development of agriculture and pastoralism? Projection backwards 
seems to me as a Social anthropologist to be an enormously difficult task 
and likely to yield no more than, at best, plausible hypotheses. But it is 
a pleasure to be asked to make the attempt at a conference with Soviet 
anthropologists who are, by long tradition, so much more accustomed 
to think in historical terms than we are. 

The major issue I shall discuss is what, if anything, is really dis- 
tinctive about the economy and social organisation of contemporary 
hunters and gatherers when compared with other non-literate, 
non-centralised, non-industrial peoples. In other words, do those 
societies which by definition share the characteristic that their members 
obtain their food and other requirements directly from wild, natural 
sources, also in consequence share a particular type of economy? Does 
direct extraction of material requirements from nature constrain the 
way in which people work and the way in which the yield of their work 
is distributed? And does obtaining requirements in this particular 
manner determine or limit the type of social relationships and social 
groupings that are established in these societies? 

Of course, even if we are able to establish distinctive characteristics of 
contemporary hunters and gatherers, it does not automatically follow 
that these are a product of hunting and gathering per se, or that they 
would apply to ancient hunters and gatherers. We would have to pose the 
following additional supplementary questions: 


1. Is what is distinctive a product of the particular environments 
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|} (often tropical forest, arid and infertile semi-desert, or arctic wasteland 
| — areas commonly both isolated and relatively unsuitable for agricul- 
i ture or pastoralism) in which contemporary hunters and gatherers live 

as compared with the very much wider range of environments used by 
| hunters and gatherers in the pre-neolithic period? 

1 2. Is what is distinctive a product of the contact situation, of the 
political and economic relationships which exist, and have long existed, 
between many hunting groups and their non-hunting neighbours ? 

. 3. Is what is distinctive a product of a long period of cumulative evol- 
ution (or of degeneration or breakdown) since the so-called neolithic 


revolution? 


The two most obvious ways of proceeding would be either to aim to 
| select out particular hunting and gathering societies which are claimed 
} to be in some way virgin, uncontaminated by the events of the past ten 
] thousand years, and suitable representative models for true pre- 
i neolithic man; or, alternatively, to try from the start to generalise from 
1 a reasonably wide range of studies of contemporary hunters and 
gatherers without prejudgments about their virginity. I favour this 
alternative procedure. I do not believe that a hunting and gathering 
way of life can be instantly created by any set of individuals who 
H choose to start to live by hunting and gathering. The development 
| i of the complex knowledge, skills and social relationships necessary to 
| | exploit any habitat efficiently by hunting and gathering, while main- 
if taining adequate nutrition and relative stability of population numbers 
4 and density, can only be achieved over a time-span of many generations. 
I 1 But it is of no concern to me here to establish whether the ancestors of 
| i members of those societies which I shall be discussing have always been 
ia | hunters and gatherers: provided that they are efficient hunters and 
i | 1 gatherers today, whether their ancestors may at some time or other 
| have lived by farming seems to me to be irrelevant. My concern is not with 
1 | hunters and gatherers as fossils, as survivors miraculously preserving 
: | palaeolithic or mesolithic traits into the present, but as the living and ef- 
ficient practitioners of a mode of subsistence which, if understood, may 
I allow us to make some limited generalisations about others with similar 
modes of subsistence both in the present and the past. 
! Until quite recently conventional views of the nature of hunting and 
I | gathering societies were based to a remarkable extent on evidence from 
Hl | the Australian Aborigines. Especially in matters relating to kinship and 
i religious organisation, the Australians were usually given pride of place. 
\ In the work of Morgan, Durkheim and more recent writers, the kinship 
a and marriage practices of Australian Aborigines were, directly or in- 
. directly, taken to represent archetypal early or elementary forms of social 
y organisation. It became customary until only about ten years ago to 
| 
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i think of hunters and gatherers as typically living in exogamous, patri- 
lineal (or, at least, patrilocal) hordes or bands, each of which jointly 
and exclusively held a clearly defined territory for its members. Recent 
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data have altered the stereotype in two different respects. Hiatt? and 
‘others have denied the general existence of hordes in Australia and have 
argued that the socio-economic units of Australian Aborigines were far 
more flexible in membership and were not restricted to the use of a par- 
ticular territory. 

But a far more fundamental challenge both to the patrilocal band ste- 
reotype and to other conventional ideas about hunters and gatherers 
has come from new data on societies which differ radically from the 
Australians. These societies are ones in which organisation — not just 
local organisation — is very flexible and in which individuals are rela- 
tively free to select or reject those with whom they are to associate 
socially — in residence, in the food quest, in trade and exchange, in 
ritual contexts. In these societies kinship and contract link individuals 
but constrain them far less than they do in most other societies. People 
are not heavily dependent on specific other people for access to their 
basic requirements. In general, food, water, raw materials and other 
necessities are obtained relatively easily without elaborate and sus- 
tained cooperation and with little, if any, competition or conflict over 
access to resources. Territories, if they are defined at all, do not sub- 
stantially constrain individual choice of residence or use of resources. 
Nomadic residential groupings change constantly in size and 
composition. If lineage, clan or any other type of kinship group is recog- 
nised, it may give the individual a sense of identity but provides him 
with no substantial rights, and burdens him with no substantial duties. 
The limited material assets which are held are mostly self-acquired and 
both inheritance and succession are unimportant. But I should say at 
once that although these societies lack many of the institutions familiar 
to anthropologists, it would be entirely misleading to see them as being 
insome way deficient or defective; their social organisation is certainly 
not anarchic, disordered or lacking in system. 

To understand the new data, I think we must make a distinction be- 
tween two types of economic system — those in which the return for 
labour (the yield for labour) is delayed and those in which it is, in gen- 
eral, immediate. In the vast majority of human societies, the return on 
the labour of most people, most of the time, is delayed. Among farmers 
-ranging from nomadic pastoralists and swidden farmers with a rela- 
tively simple technology to the most technologically sophisticated 
farmers of today — the system of production involves intrinsic delay. 
There is always a period of weeks, months, or even years, between 
planting and harvesting, or between rearing and milking or killing a 
domestic animal, in which people apply their labour before a yield 
becomes available as a reward for their labour. This yield, or some part 
of it, is then allocated in some way or other to provide for the require- 
ments of the participant or participants. While recognising the 
immense variety of systems of production and of allocation, it is import- 
ant not to disregard certain fundamental similarities: the existence of 
delay imposes basic organisational requirements for a set of ordered, 
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differentiated, jurally defined relationships through which crucial 
goods and services will be transmitted in a specified and regulated 
manner. 

In which societies is there immediate return on labour? I want to 
talk here mainly about those hunting and gathering societies in which 
individuals and groups go out for part of most days to obtain their food 
and other requirements which are then consumed for the most part on 
that particular day or casually over the days that follow. Members of 
such societies avoid long-term commitments in using their labour and 
they are not concerned to develop stores of food or other possessions; 
even their tools and weapons and other technical items used in obtain- 
ing food and other requirements are, in general, of types which do not 
involve substantial investment of time. What I want to stress is that 
both economic systems based on delayed return and systems based on 
immediate return are common among hunting and gathering soci- 
eties,t but only delayed-return systems occur among farmers.° To 
classify hunting and gathering societies into those with economy 
and social organisation based on immediate return, and those with 
economy and social organisation based on delayed return, is surpris- 
ingly easy. The polarity is nearly always marked. In each type there are 
a whole range of phenomena which appear to be closely dependent on 
each other.® 


Hunters and gatherers with delayed-return systems 


In this category I would include, provisionally, the following: 


1. Part-time hunters, who also, for at least part of the year, cultivate 
their own crops or herd their own stock (such as the Siriond, the Nam- 
bikwara, the Lele, the Bisa, the Nyamwezi, the Lapps, the Barasana). 
Even in those cases in which agriculture occupies a rather small pro- 
portion of their time and energy, if it is to be efficiently practised with 
systematic labour input at appropriate times, then the social organisa- 
tion will be of the delayed-return type. 

2. Sedentary or semi-sedentary hunters and gatherers (such as the Haida, 
the Kwakiuti and the Ainu). A sedentary way of life seems always to 
involve a measure of property accumulation and storage and some divi- 
sion of fixed resources among the members of the community. 

3. Fishermen who invest: hunters and gatherers who depend heavily on 
fishing with boats, or man-made dams, weirs and large-scale fish traps 
(such as some, at least, of the Eskimo). 

4. Trappers who invest: hunters and gatherers who make extensive use 
of pit traps, dead-fall traps, stockades or other traps involving a sub- 
stantial input of labour. (Contemporary peoples in this category are 
usually part-time hunters — but many prehistoric hunters and gathe- 
rers, some sedentary and some not, fall into this category.) 
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5. Beekeepers who invest: hunters and gatherers who make extensive 
use of man-made beehives. (Again usually these are part-time hunters. 
But groups such as the Mountain Dorobo’ can be included. ) 

6. Mounted hunters: hunters who invest in horses (such as the Plains 
Indians). 

7. The Australian Aborigines. In this case alone, I specify only the 
people without at this stage mentioning any aspect of their mode of sub- 
sistence. I will, of course, return to this subject. 


The argument is that hunters and gatherers falling into the first six of 
these roughly defined groupings, are, in terms of both their economy 
and their social organisation, more like farmers (though useful dis- 
tinctions can be made between them and farmers) than they are like 
those hunters and gatherers with systems based on immediate return. 


Immedtate-return systems 


Among hunters and gatherers with economic systems and social organ- 
isation based on immediate return I would include, provisionally, the 
following peoples: the !Kung Bushmen of Botswana and Namibia’, the 
Mbuti of Zaire9, the Hadza of Tanzania!, the Malapantaram (Hill 
Pandaram) of South India!"!, the Paliyan of South India!” and probably 
the Batek Negritos of Malaysia!’. All these societies are nomadic and 
positively value movement. They do not accumulate property but con- 
sume it, give it away, gamble it away or throw it away. Most of them 
have knowledge of techniques for storing food but use them only oc- 
casionally to prevent food from going rotten rather than to save it for 
some future occasion. They tend to use portable, utilitarian, easily 
acquired, replaceable artefacts — made with real skill but without hours 
of labour — and avoid those which are fixed in one place, heavy, elabor- 
ately decorated, require prolonged manufacture, regular maintenance, 
joint work by several people or any combination of these.'* The system 
is one in which people travel light, unencumbered, as they see it, by 
possessions and by commitments. 

Perhaps to illustrate what I mean by immediate return I should 
quote a trivial but graphic instance described by a colonial adminis- 
trator travelling among the Hadza in Tanganyika more than fifty years 
ago. He wrote: 


At the end of one of my visits to them I found myself with a live ox, 
originally intended as bait for a troublesome lion, on my hands. ‘The 
beast was certain to die, having been for days among the tsetse fly, 
and as we had meat in abundance I presented it to the Kangeju 
{Hadza], who had never tasted beef. Although I was leaving them 
with more game meat than they could possibly consume, including 
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the carcasses of two rhinoceros, they scouted my suggestion that they 
should keep the ox alive until they actually needed it, and as I started 
I saw them shooting it with arrows." 


The behaviour which surprised the administrator need not surprise us. 
It is neither aberrant nor irrational but is wholly consistent with Hadza 
values and Hadza organisation. Encumbrances are unacceptable and 
people simply do not take on even short-term commitments which 
might provide a few additional days of desirable food. There is no basis 
for anyone to take on the work and the responsibility of looking after the 
animal, the meat of which would by custom be shared by all. Equally, 
whatever opposition individuals might conceivably have to the policy of 
immediate slaughter, they would have no basis for intervention to dis- 
suade those who wished to kill the animal at once. I am confident that if 
a similar incident had occurred during my own field research, the out- 
come would have been much the same. 

The available data on these societies demonstrate quite clearly that 
we cannot attribute the distinction I am making to simple environ- 
mental factors. It is easy to assume from our own sedentary ethnocentric 
standpoint that people who have the means to be sedentary, will 
be sedentary, who have the means to store food, will store food, and 
who have the knowledge and skills to make and accumulate property 
(for themselves or their group), will do so. None of these groups live in 
a harsh environment in which, given the knowledge and skills available 
to them, they have to live in the way they do. None are excluded by the 
difficulties of their environment or by the limitations of their tech- 
nology from having a system with the stress on delayed return. (As the 
argument in the later part of this paper will show, I am not arguing 
environmental factors are totally irrelevant). 

Land use by hunters and gatherers is not as different from land use 
by farmers as might at first appear!®. Both hunting and gathering and 
agriculture involve modification of the environment, partly deliberate, 
partly inadvertent. Nomadic hunters and gatherers always live at very 
low population densities (usually far less than one person per square 
mile) and their effect on the environment is accordingly less obvious. 
It is also less obvious because increase in some wild species of plant 
or animal and decrease in others is far less visible (and far less readily 
ascertainable) than the replacement of wild species of plant or animal 
by domesticated species. Yet the ecological effects of, for example, those 
hunters and gatherers who systematically use fire to burn the veg- 
etation from very large areas in order to drive game or in order to induce 
fresh growth of young grass that will attract the game, are very substan- 
tial —far more substantial sometimes than the clearance and cultivation 
of some few acres by the farmer.”” 

All contemporary hunters and gatherers are highly skilled and selec- 
tive users of their environment: choices are constantly being made 
about which animals to hunt and which vegetables to gather. These 
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choices have an effect on the future avilability of the resources. It is 
quite misleading to argue, as some writers do, that the so-called neoli- 
thic revolution gave increased control over the environment. What it did 
was to provide control of a new and different type which permitted a 
much greater population density. Hunters and gatherers may control 
their future food supplies by culling game animals selectively, by oper- 
ating restrictions on hunting which have the effect of providing a close 
season, by using vegetable sources with discretion and replanting por- 
tions of root so that the plants regenerate, by extracting only part of the 
honey from wild bees’ nests so that the sites are not deserted and by 
many other similar techniques of conservation which suggest that the 
distinction between hunting and gathering as a system of unplanned 
extraction, and cultivation as a system of planned production is not 
valid. Some hunting and gathering techniques — the making of stock- 
ades, pit traps, weirs, dams etc. — may even involve more substantial 
planned capital investment than is usual in simple systems of agricul- 
ture not involving irrigation. 

The distinction which should be made is between narrowly extrac- 
tive hunting and gathering — which in its extreme form may involve 
what amounts to a repudiation of all measures of conservation, of all 
investment in fixed assets, and of all attempts at planned development 
of resources — and hunting and gathering with an emphasis on, at least, 
short-term conservation and resource development which is analogous 
in many respects to farming.'® I use the term repudiation deliberately. 
The extractive approach to hunting and gathering is a strategy devel- 
oped over time usually as an alternative to a conservation approach, 
and not in ignorance of the possibility of conservation; although I can 
imagine ecological and other factors which might favour one approach 
rather than the other, I cannot imagine any environment in which 
either of the two strategies is impracticable. 

A preliminary review of some of the literature suggests the obvious: 
those who consume most of their food on the day they obtain it and who 
are unconcerned about storage, also appear to be relatively uncon- 
cerned about conservation and about the planned development of their 
resources. The point can be most conveniently illustrated from my own 
field research. The Hadza do not replant any part of the roots they dig 
up; they select the biggest and best game animals to kill — usually the 
mature males — not because they are males and can be culled without 
reducing the breeding potential of the herd, but simply because they 
offer the best immediate return; in harvesting berries, entire branches 
are often cut from the trees to ease the present problems of picking with- 
out regard to future loss of yield; all honey and grubs in wild bees’ nests 
are extracted and more often than not consumed at once,!? without 
leaving any of the contents of the nest to encourage the bees to stay.”° 
The Hadza constantly set fire to grass and dry scrub in their area. 
Usually this happens by accident or as a consequence of some child- 
ren’s game. I do not recall anyone expressing anxiety about the effects 
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of bush fires except on rare occasions when they threaten a site where 
people are camping.” Most camp sites are located in rocky areas away 
from vulnerable areas of dry vegetation. 

In societies with systems based on delayed return, for any individual 
to secure the yield, or some part of the yield, from his labour he depends 
on others. Usually this dependence (or interdependence) will be mani- 
fest in the work process itself where the farmer, for example, will almost 
invariably pool his labour with others — at least with his wife, and 
usually during the labour peaks of the agricultural cycle with several 
others —but, equally important, he depends on cooperation with others 
for the protection of the growing crops, of his use-rights to the land on 
which they are growing and of the yield when he obtains and stores it. 
Societies with systems based on immediate return are potentially free 
from this dependency. Individuals have much more direct access to 
their basic subsistence requirements — food, water, raw materials for 
their tools etc. — without entering into necessary commitments to and 
dependencies on others. The adult individual is potentially autonomous, 
and it is not, in practice, rare in some of these societies to find indi- 
viduals living entirely on their own as hermits for long periods. 
(According to Marshall?? this does not, however, apply to the !Kung.) 

Let me illustrate the access to subsistence requirements enjoyed by 
the Hadza. Among the Hadza, groups of women go out almost every 
day with some of the children to gather wild roots and berries. There 
are no boundaries and they can go wherever they choose. Decisions 
about where to go and what food to seek are made casually, on an ad hoc 
basis, without systematic planning. Each adult woman collects for her- 
self. Usually, though, especially when roots are being gathered, one or 
more fires are lit where the work is going on and the women congregate 
and eat together much of the food they have obtained. This is done ina 
free and easy way with the various women providing food and each 
woman not necessarily eating the same food, or even the same amount 
as she has provided. Children also work, if they choose, and contribute 
if they choose. Each woman carries her residual food back to camp, 
though she may well give some away either where the food is obtained 
or on arrival in camp or, more particularly, when she has cooked the 
food in camp. But she is under no obligation to provide vegetable food 
for anyone apart from her small children: even her husband has no 
clear right to food gathered by his wife. However, anyone who is present 
when food is being eaten, whether or not it is cooked food, cannot, in 
practice, be refused. 

Men obtain most of their food through their own efforts. Unlike the 
women, they usually go off into the bush individually. While walking 
around looking for game animals to hunt or a wild bees’ nest to raid, 
they pick enough berries to satisfy their hunger. If they succeed in 
obtaining some honey or killing a small animal, it will usually be 
prepared, cooked and eaten on the spot. Only when the hunter has satis- 
fied his own hunger will he bring the surplus back into camp. My 
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impression is that on the majority of occasions when a man returns to 
camp, he is empty-handed but his hunger is satisfied. Only when a 
large animal is killed are there important obligatory sharing rules and 
what happens then will be discussed later. A crucially important point 
isthat the obligatory sharing rules relate not to basic subsistence but to 
an eagerly desired increment above basic subsistence. Individuals can 
and do meet their nutritional requirements easily without entering into 
dependency on others. 

The hunting and gathering techniques of some of the other peoples 
included in my list as having systems based on immediate return 
involve less individual activity and more cooperation than in the case of 
the Hadza. The Mbuti Pygmies apparently gather wild fruits and roots 
ina manner not very different from the Hadza.”§ But hunting is a coop- 
erative venture: women and children drive game animals, large and 
small, into a semi-circle of nets set up by the men. The yield is shared 
out among the various participants as soon as they return to camp.?4 
The point that I want to stress here is that this is cooperation of a very 
specific sort. Within the rather broad limits set by the optimal numbers 
for an efficient hunt, anyone who is present may participate and is 
entitled to a proportion of the yield. There is no commitment to 
participate and no basis for exclusion from participation. Each hunt 
is complete in itself and Participation today apparently carries no 
obligation to participate tomorrow. 

The !Kung Bushmen hunt large game animals in groups usually 
composed of from two to four or five men. Marshall? tells us: 


The composition of the hunting party is not a matter of strict con- 
vention or of anxious concern. Whoever the hunters are, the meat 
is shared and everyone profits. The men are free to organise their 
hunting parties as they like. No categories of consanguineous kin 
or affines are prohibited from hunting together, whether or not 
they have the joking relationship or practice the sitting and speak- 
ing avoidances. Men from different bands may hunt together. 


Both Mbuti and !Kung cooperation in the hunt is fundamentally 
different from cooperation in agricultural systems where at least 
the core members of the productive group are not an ad hoc aggregation 
but are a set of people bound by more enduring ties of kinship or of con- 
tract. 

In hunting and gathering societies, rules governing the distribution 
of large game animals commonly differ from rules governing the 
distribution of other food. Even if the animal has been killed by a single 
individual hunting entirely on his own and using a personally-owned 
bow and arrow or other weapon, he will be obliged to share the meat 
and cannot hoard it for his own use or the use of his own domestic 
group. Whatever the mode of hunting — whether hunters go out as indi- 
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re 
viduals or as part of ateam—the system of distribution seems uniformly 
to require extensive, obligatory sharing. But the type of sharing varies. 

Among the Hadza part of the meat is reserved for the initiated men 
who eat it in secret. Elaborate sanctions protect their rights. Part of the 
remainder is given to the hunter’s wife’s parents, if they are present, 
and the rest is distributed widely among all in the camp. Indeed the 
number of people in a camp is affected by this system of distribution: 
people — especially good hunters — will not remain for long in a camp 
where the number of people is too great for an adequate amount of meat 
from each kill to be obtained.’ I should perhaps stress again that the 
camp is an extremely unstable unit: people are constantly moving in 
and moving out but all who are present receive meat irrespective of their 
relationship to others who are present. The system of distribution: 
marks out and reinforces the mutual interests firstly of initiated men as 
a category and secondly of the members of a camp at any particular 
time. It does not mark out and reinforce specific kinship ties (apart from 
the tie with parents-in-law which I shall discuss later) or any type of 
contractual tie between, say, hunting partners. The individual hunter 
surrenders his yield to an ad hoc ephemeral group of initiated men and 
an equally ephemeral community. His subsequent rights to meat from 
other kills are no greater and no less than those of other men, whether 
they be hunters or those who choose not to hunt. What I am concerned 
to show here is that the system of distribution does not provide for 
delayed return. Individual hunters are not able to invest the yield of 
their labour in specific social relationships (apart from the relationship 
with parents-in-law) in order to establish future claims on those who have 
received meat from them.”8 From the limited evidence available, I have not 
so far established to my satisfaction the extent to which the same principle 
applies in other hunting and gathering societies but, since this is 
intended as a paper to provoke discussion rather than as a definitive 
statement, I am willing to hazard the guess that in those societies in 
which immediate return is stressed, roughly similar arrangements wil 
apply,?? while in those societies with delayed return individual hunters 
will, in general, surrender their rights to a substantial part of the meat 
of animals they have killed to specific individuals on whom they will i 
future be able to make enforceable claims which are greater than the 
claims they enjoy simply as male members of the same residentia 
community. Of course, if they are expected to give meat to a particu 
lar kinsman, the claims established are likely to be expressed in term 
of the unspecific and long-term moral obligations of kinship. If, on 
the other hand, they are expected to give to a contractual partner 0 
some sort, the claim established is likely to be more specific, more 
carefully calculated and probably relatively short-term. 

In these societies with systems based on immediate return, the em: 
phasis on generalised mutuality rather than on specific individual 
commitments applies not only in meat-sharing contexts but mo 
generally. Individuals are not bound to others by what can, for con 
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venience, be described as load-bearing relationships;2° relationships do 
hot carry a heavy burden of goods and services transmitted between 
the participants in recognition of claims or obligations. To avoid mis- 
understanding I should stress that I am certainly not suggesting that 
kinship is unimportant in immediate-return systems — only that its sig- 
nificance is different. It is quite usual in immediate-return systems for 
kinship terms to be very widely used to address and to refer to other 
members of the community: indeed many of these systems are universal 
kinship systems in which everyone — or at least everyone within the 
political community — is able to define a kinship or quasi-kinship tie to 
_ everyone else. The kinship metaphor (which, of course, intrinsically 
Suggests connectedness) is an appropriate way of marking out categor- 
ies of people with whom one has something in common, with whom 
social relationships are, in principle, amicable, and mutual sharing can 
occur. However whether or not they are universal in the sense described 
above, kinship systems in societies with an organisation of immedi- 
ate-return type are usually, in contrast to delayed-return systems, not 
elaborately differentiated. The total number of distinct categories of 
kinsmen (and of affines) is usually very small and often many of the cat- 
egory terms are used self-reciprocally in address. The absence among 
adult members of the same sex of differential access to resources, to 
wealth and to knowledge together with the absence of differentiated 
binding claims and obligations (and of the relations of authority and 
_ dependence that are implicit in those particular claims and obligations 
which are both important and significantly asymmetrical) leaves for 
kinship in immediate-return systems the role of defining a limited range 
of variations on the theme of expected mutuality. (I leave aside for the 
_ present the variable ways in which marriageable categories are defined 
_inimmediate-return systems.) The distinction between these different 
types of mutuality is often not much stressed and individuals may be 
able to reclassify their relationships with others casually and oppor- 
tunistically without evoking disapproval. In some instances classi- 
fication by kinship is merged with classification by age (as in the Mbuti 
instance) and by personal name (as in the !Kung instance) which 
makes application of terms to a wide range of people simpler than it 
would otherwise be and increases the possibilities for opportunistic 
classification in terms of whatever type of mutuality seems appropriate 
ata particular time. 

All Hadza treat each other as kin and apply kinship terms to each 
other; kin expect mutuality from each other and should not be antagon- 
istic but there is no expectation, even in the closest kinship ties, of 
strong moral commitment. Hadza abandon the seriously ill whether 
they are their close kin or not. They recognise the obligation to leave the 
sick person his or her personal possessions and a small supply of food 
and water but they do not usually accept the commitment to carry the 
sick and to care for them until they recover.! The evidence suggests to 
me that the strong morally-binding commitment to kin that we find so 
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commonly in societies with delayed return is created by the constant 
transmission of important goods and services. As between different im- 
mediate-return systems, there does seem to be a gradient in the extent 
to which active mutuality is fostered. Among the !Kung the importance 
of mutuality is greatly emphasised both in ritual contexts and in ordin- 
ary secular life in which the constant and widespread transmission of 
small gifts and services seems to contribute substantially to amicable 
social relationships. Marshall brings out well the texture of these re- 
lationships. The gifts are simple tokens of generosity and friendly 
intent. The trivial ‘debts’ incurred are quite unlike the binding jural ob- 
ligations of delayed-return systems. And as Marshall says ‘no one was 
dependent upon acquiring objects by gift-giving’.®? 

Systems of immediate return offer to the individual, so long as he 
retains his health and strength, a rather special type of personal auton- 
omy and security. His lack of dependence on others for access to crucial 
assets and the ease with which he can segregate himself from all with 
whom he is in dispute without sacrificing any important interests, 
greatly reduce the scope for conflict. In contrast, systems based on 
delayed return offer greater security in sickness and frail old age but 
involve serious risks of competition and conflict over access to crucial 
assets and much less personal autonomy. 

[have stressed the lack of both individual and joint investment in ma- 
terial assets in societies with immediate-return systems. But what 
about investment in ‘social capital’, in culture, in knowledge and skills? 
How is this acquired, replenished and transmitted from one generation 
to the next? If inheritance is negligible, if children are not dependent 
materially on their parents or on other members of the parental 
generation for long, if parents have little authority and there is little 
formal instruction by parents in knowledge and skills, how then is 
cultural continuity maintained? All I can do here in relation to these 
important issues is to make a few brief comments. 

Immediate-return systems are strongly oriented to the present. The 
almost total absence of strong commitments to specific other people de- 
riving from the past (and similarly of obligations incurred in the present 
which would require careful planning for future reciprocation) is 
linked, as I have suggested in an earlier publication, with a lack of con- 
cern about the past or the future.*° 

It is also the case that in immediate-return systems people often do 
not, at least explicitly, seem to value their own culture and institutions 
very highly and may, indeed, not be accustomed to formulating what 
their custom is or what it ought to be. Dispute procedures which i 
other societies often provide an important public platform for the asser 
tion of cultural norms and values, do not usually provide such 
platform in these societies. 

We have here an apparently unpropitious combination: custom 
which is not clearly formulated, apparently not very highly valued and 
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next might seem to be deficient. Yet cultural continuity seems to me to 
be maintained in these societies without special problems. Claims old 
and new that these societies may be culturally impoverished and have 
‘regressed’ are often based on curious and misleading conceptions of 
progress and, even when more satisfactorily formulated, have not so far 
been supported by convincing evidence and have not taken adequate 
account of the cultural complexity that has been described by recent 
fieldworkers. In societies with immediate-return systems, transmission 
of knowledge and skills within the peer group is often particularly 
important. Among the Hadza, for example, boys learn their bow-and- 
arrow hunting knowledge and techniques and their tracking skills 
mainly informally from other boys only a little older than themselves 
and this mode of transmission operates effectively in passing on what is 
certainly complicated and difficult material — more complicated and 
difficult, I would guess, than the knowledge and skills required by 
members of many farming societies. If anthropologists still believe that 
the transmission of knowledge and skills in small-scale societies from 
one generation to the next depends on the authority of the senior gener- 
ation over the junior, on the at least partial acceptance by the junior 
generation of that authority and on ties of binding kinship linking the 
two generations, then, I think, the evidence from immediate-return 
systems shows that this view should now be discarded. The authority 
and the binding kinship which are so characteristic of delayed-return 
systems are associated with the transmission of exclusively-held rights 
to important property but are not necessary for the inter-generational 
transmission of knowledge and skills available either to all members of 
the community or at least to all members of the same sex or age group. 

The point in the discussion has now been reached at which I must 
come back to the Australian Aborigines and the issue of whether they 
do, or do not, have a system of delayed return. 

Let us start by looking very briefly at some aspects of their culture 
and social organisation which differ radically from those of immedi- 
ate-return hunter-gatherers. They have a variety of bounded kinship 
and other groups, membership of which involves specific, ascriptive 
entitlements and duties. Interpersonal kinship relationships are very 
obviously load-bearing: kinsmen recognise a wide variety of specific dif- 
ferentiated rights and obligations to each other and to their various 
affines. The moral commitment of kin to each other appears, even in 
ecologically difficult areas, to rule out the abandonment of the sick and 
the aged. Some kinsmen are dependent on others for access to ‘assets’ 
which they need to achieve fully-fledged adult status and those who are 
dependent are subject to the authority of those on whom they depend. 
There are conflicts of interest between individuals and between groups 
over assets and these lead to fighting and accusations of witchcraft and 
sorcery. The Australians have an elaborate religious life which is con- 
trolled by the older men who partially exclude women and younger 
men from access to secret religious knowledge. Men give and receive 
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women in marriage. 

In spite of much local variation in culture and social organisation, 
these characteristics I have outlined — in general so unlike those of 
immediate-return systems — appear to be common to all Australian 
Aborigines. It would be hard to argue that these characteristics, or 
some of them, are derived in some way from the ecology since Abori- 
gines live, or until recently lived, in a strikingly wide range of different 
habitats from very fertile areas rich in wild food to some of the most arid 
and least fertile areas inhabited by human beings anywhere in the 
world. Are there, then, consistencies in the tools, equipment, techniques 
and work practices used to obtain food and other necessities, and in the 
social relations utilised in the food quest, which transcend the variation 
in habitat? Interestingly enough, there are indeed some consistencies 
both in the technology and the social relations of production but what is 
striking is that what is general is relatively simple tools and techniques 
involving relatively little investment of time and effort (and not in this 
respect dissimilar from the technology of immediate-return hunters and 
gatherers) together with a rather limited degree of coordination and co- 
operation in the work of producing the equipment and in the food quest 
itself (the extent of cooperation appears in general to be no greater than 
we find among those with an :mmediate-return system). Moreover the 
food obtained in hunting and gathering is, in general, obtained and 
consumed on the same day. So, in what can be generalised about the 
means of subsistence and the most obvious relationships used in obtain- 
ing subsistence, we find little that is coordinate with the elaboration of, 
and the strength of, Australian interpersonal and group relations. 
However, there are some rather rare but very interesting local 
exceptions to the general situation I have described in which there is 
substantial investment in hunting and gathering technology and 
delayed return on labour deployed. I shall discuss some of these 
rather exceptional cases later. 

In order to understand Australian systems in general we must broad- 
en the notion of production. In Australia, as in many farming systems, 
the notions of production and reproduction are linked. All over Austra- 
lia, irrespective of the local ecology, men consider themselves to be 
concerned in a long-term productive enterprise in which they assert control 
over and bring up their daughters (or their sisters, their sisters’ daugh- 
ters or other junior female relatives), negotiate over their marriages and 
eventually decide when they will marry and who the husbands will be. 
Men combine with other men in asserting control over the women and 
in asserting the right to determine their destination in marriage. Men 
are dependent on their fathers or on their mother’s brothers or other 
senior relatives for help in obtaining wives and await the right in thei 
turn to acquire control over the disposition of their own junior female 
relatives. I don’t think it would be too misleading an analogy, crude 
though it may appear at first sight, to describe Australians as farmers in 
disguise who are concerned with farming (and farming out) their 
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yomen. Of course, in any more detailed discussion it would be essential 
to discuss the part played by the women themselves. Obviously much 
the greater part of the work of looking after and bringing up daughters 
falls on their mothers rather than on their fathers. In some Australian 
Societies women have much influence on the destination of their daugh- 
ters in marriage. And the brides themselves are not to be treated as no 
More than mere objects to be manipulated in a game played by their 
Senior male (and female) relatives. 

Control over women is also used to convert what would otherwise be 
‘only immediate short-term rights in self-acquired and group-acquired 
foodstuffs and other materials into specific long-term claims. In Austra- 
lia, it seems to be generally the case that a wife is obliged to go out and 
‘gather food for her husband and that a man is obliged to hunt for his 
ther-in-law or for other senior male kin of his wife. My argument, 
then, is that the Australian system is clearly based on a system of long- 
term return on labour. 

Iam not, of course, suggesting that the Australians are in any way 
“unusual except in comparison with other hunters and gatherers who 
obiain food in a similar way. Many primitive and peasant farmers 
(who, of course, also have delayed-return systems) can also be said, ina 
Sense, to ‘produce’ or to ‘farm’ women. 

But my argument does not depend on the analogy I am making and I 
do not insist on it. The important point, on which I do insist, is that, 
whether or not Australian men (or men of other societies) can be said in 
any sense to ‘produce’ or ‘farm’ women, they do maintain and transmit 
long-term rights over their female kin, and traditional Australian 
social organisation in all its variety is to be seen as centrally and essen- 
tially connected with the maintenance, manipulation and transmission 
of these long-term rights. 

Let me now return to two rather interesting local exceptions in which 


there is evidence of a substantial element of delayed return in the 
system of food production: 


Contrary to the general idea the main food supply among abori- 
gines, except at certain restricted seasons of the year, is not animal, 
but vegetable, and in Arnhem Land upwards of sixty food plants are 
known. Some of these are local and are obtained more or less casually 
and in small quantity. But a comparatively small number, which 
constitute staple foods, are gathered in great bulk, which can be 
measured in tons, and these plants provide as regular a harvest of 
food as cultivated gardens. In Eastern Arnhem Land the most im- 

portant of the staple foods are yatu, the fruit of a Cycad, ... . 
The fruit of the Cycad, natu, which was mentioned above, must be 
soaked for a period of from three to five days to leach out soluble 
| poison which it contains. After this it is ground, moulded into a cake 
which may weigh several pounds, wrapped in a neat parcel in 
paperbark, and cooked in hot ashes, when it bears a resemblance 


| 
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to a very heavy, coarse, unleavened bread. Vast quantities of 
atu are gathered in the course of the year. It has the merit that, 
unlike most other foods of the aborigines which must be eaten im- 
mediately after preparation, it can be kept for some days or weeks. 
The fact that it is very abundant gives gatu a special value in native 
economy, for it enables the women to maintain an adequate food 
supply on ceremonial occasions when hundreds of people are 
gathered in one camp for weeks or months at a time, who could not 
otherwise be supported for such periods on local resources.** 


This is a particularly interesting instance and one that would be sur- 
prising in a system based on immediate return. Thomson mentions the 
storing of two uncooked plant foods, Buchanania Muelleri and Parinarium 
Nonda,®> but nonetheless it is clear that most sources of food are not 
stored here or, apparently, elsewhere in Australia. 

From a very different part of Australia, South Western Victoria, 
there is a recently published report of elaborately-constructed eel traps: ~ 


At the confluence of this creek with the marsh observed an immense 
piece of ground —trenches and banks resembling the work of civilised 
man but which on inspection were found to be the work of the abori- 
ginal natives — purpose consisted for catching eels — a specimen of art 
of the same extent I had not before seen . . . these trenches are hun- 
dreds of yards in length -I measured in one place in one continuous 
triple line for the distance of 500 yards. The triple water course led to 
other ramified and extensive trenches of a more tortuous form — an 
area of at least 15 acres was thus traced out. . . . These works must 
have been executed at great cost of labour. . . . There must have been 
some thousands of yards of this trenching and banking. The whole of 
the water from the mountain rivulets is made to pass through this 
trenching ere it reaches the marsh. . . ss 


There are other occasional instances in the literature of direct 
delayed return in the system of food-production and Professor D.J. 
Mulvaney tells me that there is some additional archaeological 
evidence. But what is surprising, when the social organisation of Austra- 
lian Aborigines is compared with that of hunter-gatherers elsewhere, is 
not that these instances of direct delayed return in food production 
occur, but that they are so rare. Australian organisation would seem to 
be particularly well-adapted for the direct use of delayed return in food 
production. 

What can be said with confidence is that the delayed return which 
operates so generally in the assertion of rights over women in Australia 
is not to be treated as a product of the relatively rare delayed return 
operating in the technology and of the social relations of their food and 
other material production. The developmental scenario which the Aus- 

tralian data suggest is that delayed return operating in the ‘production 
of women provides, as I have described above, for the conversion of 
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what would otherwise be only immediate short-term rights in self- 
acquired and group-acquired food into specific long-term claims. And, 
at the same time, delayed return operating in the ‘production’ of 
women facilitates (but, surprisingly, only in a few special cases) the de- 
velopment of food-production systems with a substantial and direct 
delayed-return ingredient as in the Arnhem Land and S.W. Victoria 
instances I have described. 

Looking again at some immediate-return systems — the Hadza and 
the !Kung for example — in the light of the Australian data, it becomes 
clear that, although in both societies (as generally in immediate-return 
systems) women give themselves in marriage (or at least have a clear 
and unambiguous right of refusal of any husband chosen for them), 
nevertheless the bridegroom does take on various long-term economic 
obligations to his affines.*’ In both societies the relationship to affines 
can be said to involve a delayed-return element though one that is ap- 
parently far less clear and less burdensome for the bridegroom than is 
usual in Australia. The routes in the difficult transition from immediate 
to delayed return are likely to be many and varied but one broad 
highway among them lies, I think, in the intensification of control by 
men of rights over women who are to be given in marriage. 

I should stress that I am not seeking to reduce social organisation in 
general in hunting and gathering societies to no more than a mere epi- 
phenomenon of technology and the organisation of the work process. 
What I am saying is simply this: there does appear to be a direct 
connection between one particular aspect of the work process — its 
application through time in a systematic way to produce a delayed 
yield in the form of some recognised asset’* — and certain specific 
aspects of social organisation. The connection is this: if there are 
delayed yields, then there must be organisation having the general 
characteristics I have outlined to control and apportion these delayed 
yields. The particular form the organisation will take cannot, however, 
be predicted nor can one say that the organisation exists in order to control 
and apportion these assets because, once in existence, the organisa- 
tion will be used in a variety of ways, which will include the control and 
apportionment of assets, but which are not otherwise determined by 
this function. In societies without delayed yields and assets, we do not 
find delayed-return social organisation.®9 

One task remains to be carried out in this paper: I must attempt to 
put the material in the paper into a historical framework and, in the 
process, to answer the questions posed at the beginning of this paper. 
The bulk of the paper provides the answer to the major issue raised on 
p- 95. What I see as distinctive about the economy and social organisa- 
tion of hunters and gatherers should by now be clear. 

The first question on pp. 95-6 has been answered in part. Systems of 
immediate return and systems of delayed return can both occur in any 
environment. I do not believe that abundance and scarcity of food and 
other resources are, in themselves, likely to be crucial variables. The 
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Australian delayed-return system operates in both harsh and fertile 
areas. However, areas where food storage is easy and obviously desir- 
able — such as the arctic — are likely to favour the development of 
delayed-return systems; it is, perhaps, also relevant that in the arctic 
coordinated investment of time and effort in making dwellings and 
clothing is much more likely since in this climate elaborate and effective 
dwellings and clothing are so much more necessary. The availability of 
some prolific valued food or other major resource located at some 
particular site is likely to favour long-term settlement, together with the 
development by those who exploit the asset of conservation measures 
and/or organisational measures to protect the asset from outsiders. 
The salmon rivers of the north-west coast of North America may fall 
into this category. Delayed return is probable here. Finally the special- 
ised exploitation of some single resource, and a concentration on this 
resource to the exclusion of almost all other sources of food, may, even 
when the resource is not localised, tend to favour delayed-return 
systems. Specialised reindeer hunters may be an example. The use of a 
wide range of different resources and the dispersal of those resources so 
that they cannot readily be controlled or developed exclusively by any 
individual or group is likely, not to favour immediate return, but to be 
neutral in relation to the two alternatives. 

The answer to the second question on p. 96 is that the contact situ- 
ation and the political and economic relationships with non-hunting 
outsiders are relevant. Turnbull*® and Gardner*! both discuss societies 
with systems of immediate return, and attribute the systems directly to 
the relationships with outsiders. Turnbull, in his discussion of the 
Mbuti Pygmies, argues that their mobility and flexibility are a means 
by which they seek to avoid political domination by their agricultural 
neighbours. Gardner sees the situation more starkly and argues that 
the immediate-return system of the Paliyan groups which he studied is 
pathological and the result of breakdown caused by the dominance and 
exploitation of their predatory peasant neighbours. Both authors are, I 
think, wrong in treating immediate return as an unusual system which 
requires special explanation. As the examples I have listed earlier in 
this paper illustrate, the system is widespread and not all the societies 
in question suffer from exploitation by neighbours. At the same time I 
think the idea should be treated seriously and we should consider 
whether pressure from outsiders is one of the factors which tends, in 
combination with other factors, to push societies towards immedi- 
ate-return systems. I think it is plausible to suggest that it is and that in 
a world consisting exclusively of hunters and gatherers, a higher pro- 
portion might have had delayed-return systems. I would add that 
systems of immediate return seem to be particularly well adapted to 
change —in habitat, in the food base, in technology and in personnel. 

In the final question, I raised the issue of whether what is distinctive 
about hunters and gatherers is a product of evolution (or degeneration) 
since the so-called neolithic revolution. In ten or twelve thousand years 
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much can happen, and I feel distinctly uneasy about speculating about 
such a vast period. What I would say is that the archaeological evidence 
Suggests that most of the basic technical equipment available to 
modern hunters was already available in the pre-neolithic period. I 
doubt whether the availability of metal for spear- and arrow-heads has 
greatly altered hunting techniques or much increased productivity. 
The use of the horse by the Plains Indians and others was a far more 
profound change and had a dramatic effect on hunting success and 
consequently on game populations. The development of arrow and 
spear poison may have some significance. The earliest record of arrow 
poison, as far as I am aware from my own limited knowledge, is from a 
Southern African hunting site of the mid-third millenium B.c.42 When- 
ever it was first developed —and it may well long pre-date this finding —I 
suppose that it would tend to increase yield and to inhibit group hunt- 
ing and accordingly perhaps lead to various consequential changes in 
economy and social organisation.*® 

In principle, I can see no reason why modern hunters should be sub- 
stantially unrepresentative of those in the past. The major difficulty is, I 
suppose, that our modern sample is small and, given the much greater 
abundance of hunting societies at that time, I would expect greater 
diversity in economy and in social organisation than occurs in modern 
representatives of this way of life. 

Ishould stress, though, that I am not saying that individual groups of 
hunters are likely to have remained unchanged. It seems plausible to 
suggest that some modern hunters will have cultivated at some period 
in their history. Indeed we know this to be the case with some of the 
Plains Indians. I think it highly probable there will have been oc- 
casional changes from delayed-return hunting and gathering to 
systems of immediate-return hunting and gathering, and vice versa. 

The clear archaeological evidence for large trap sites and substantial 
sedentary communities in the pre-neolithic period is, I think, an un- 
mistakable indication that systems of delayed return existed at that 
time. Immediate return is a simpler system and one which is more 
adaptable to climatic and other change: it is likely, in certain circum- 
stances, to have provided advantages then as now, and I would expect 
that some pre-neolithic societies will have had systems of this sort. 
Sadly, unlike some cases of delayed return, it probably leaves no dis- 
tinctive archaeological evidence. Highly mobile groups with simple 
equipment are as likely to have had systems based on delayed return as 
on immediate return. Systems of delayed return can hardly have 
sprung fully fledged into existence and are likely at some stage to have 
been based on immediate return. There must presumably have been a 
time when all societies had systems based on immediate return. 

I will end with a comment on polarity. Most anthropologists reading 
this paper will be familiar with Edmund Leach’s discussion of hier- 
archical gumsa and egalitarian gumiao political systems in Highland 
Burma. These systems are seen as intrinsically unstable and the soci- 
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eties discussed by Leach oscillate between the two.** The modalities 
that I am describing here are obviously far more stable and contain no 
obvious internal contradictions to cause a shift in polarity.“* My 
suggestion that shifts in polarity can and do occur in both directions is 
speculative. But whether shifts do or do not occur, the polarity itself is, 
on the available evidence, a fact. Hunting and gathering societies are 
not arranged on a continuum but tend to cluster at one or other pole. 
Within each modality a whole range of aspects of the economy and the 
social organisation are congruent: I hope to explore further impli- 
cations of the polarity and the congruence within each polarity in future 
papers. 

Finally let me stress that in making the distinction that I do, the aim 
is of course not just to construct yet another simple dichotomous classi- 
fication. Unless the distinction I make allows us not merely to describe 
some of the variability between different hunting and gathering 
societies, but also to begin to explain it, my approach should not be 
accepted. 
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14 Production of artefacts may, however, involve some planning and some assemb- 
ling of materials which cannot be done on the spur of the moment. For example, a 
Hadza poisoned arrow is made from a particular kind of wood which grows mainly in 
one area, a set of vulture wing-feathers, glue made from a bulb to stick down the fea- 
thers, a thread made from impala ligament to hold them in place, a metal arrow-head 
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land as an instrument of labour for farmers and a subject of labour for hunter-gatherers 
cannot, I think, be sustained if the cross-cultural evidence for hunter-gatherer land-use 
is taken into account. 

17 As Desmond Clark points out, the recently developed hypothesis that man may 
have been responsible for the extinction of a number of the earlier Pleistocene faunal 
species is easier to accept if this was accomplished through the destruction of their habi- 
tat and food supply by the continued and uncontrolled use of fire, than if it had been 
achieved by killing them off by the more conventional use of hand weapons. (J. Des- 
mond Clark, The Prehistory of Africa, London, 1970,p. 101.) 
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delayed-return economies. While protection of domesticated animals, growing crops 
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Thought and writing 


In his book Thought and Language’ Vygotsky discussed the two distinct 
functions of language: external communication with other human 
beings and secondly, and equally important, the internal manipulation 
of inner thoughts. I don’t wish to enter into any controversy about the 
relationship between thinking and language, partly because the defini- 
tional problems are more to the fore than the evidential ones, and partly 
because it is enough for my purpose to make the self-evident assump- 
tion stressed by Vygotsky that ‘speech plays an essential role in the 
organization of higher psychological functions’.? By this assertion he 
meant that while practical intelligence was clearly to be found in non- 
linguistic animals and in the pre-speech child, the interweaving of the 
symbolic (linguistic) and practical (e.g. tool-using) activities of the 
child were the very essence of complex human behaviour. The most sig- 
nificant moment in the course of a child’s intellectual development is 
when speech and ‘activities’ converge. From there on speech not only 
accompanies much of the child’s practical activity, but it plays a speci- 
fic role in carrying it out. Social speech as well as egocentric speech, for 
example, enables him to plan more effectively. At a later stage the ca- 
pacity to use language for problem-solving is turned inward, taking on 
an intrapersonal function in addition to the inter-personal one: “The 
history of the process of the internalization of social speech is also the 
history of the socialization of children’s practical intellect’. 

So while language is clearly both the result and prerequisite of 
communication between human beings, it is also critical for human 
cognitive processes in a more general sense, that is to say, for the in- 
ternal as well as for the external manipulation of human thoughts. And 
while particular languages and dialects differ in the kinds of manipu- 
lation they encourage and permit, they clearly have an enormous 
amount in common in promoting classification, storage, organisation, 
retrieval and planning, not in a Whorfian (cultural) sense, but in a 
more general (structural and functional) sense.* In saying this I would 
wish to sidestep the Whorf-Chomsky debate concerning the particular 
or universal character of the relationship between language and ways of 
thinking, since there are viable alternatives to cultural particularism 
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and genetic universality, and it is to those that Vygotsky points when he 
insists on the importance of the changes in the mode of communication 
and of the historical dimension in a more general sense. 

If we presume some functional relation between language-using and 
the higher psychological functions, there is an a priori case for assuming 
that further changes in the mode of communication might affect 
internal cognitive processes. In terms of the development of human so- 
ciety, and hence of human potentialities as well as achievements, the 
most important subsequent change is from oral to written language, a 
shift which of course adds to rather than replaces the cultural equip- 
ment available to a society. Moreover, it is an addition in terms of indi- 
vidual as well as historical development; men first learn to hear, then to 
speak, later to read, finally to write (though in the historical sequence, 
the hearing and speaking, like the reading and writing, are synchronic). 
The order is intrinsic in two ways. First, because the perpetuation of a 
complex human culture depends at every level upon the individual 
being a receiver before becoming a transmitter, a copyist before being a 
creator. Once again, we do not need to enter the empiricist-rationalist 
debate, since an internal structure is obviously required before any 
message can be received at all, though the important question is the re- 
lation of that structure to earlier simpler grammars the child has to 
operate, and the relation of these to earlier messages. Secondly, because 
even with the advent of writing it is still in many ways an oral language 
that one is engaged in writing (though the relationship varies from near 
identity to extreme diglossia). 

Reacting against their nineteenth century predecessors, most 
linguists in this century have given their exclusive attention to oral lan- 
guage and have tended to treat written language as a purely derivative 
phenomenon.‘ They have allowed little or no autonomy to the written 
channel (or register) and hence have tended to discount the possibility 
of its effect on cognitive processes. Anthropological theory, too, has 
often accepted the equation ‘man = language’, but avoided that which 
runs ‘civilisation = writing’; a pervasive relativism blinded many to the 
possibility that changes in the means of communication subsequent to 
the adoption of speech may have important implications for the struc- 
ture of ideas, as well as for the structure of society. Consequently their 
analyses tend to limit the implications to the most obvious material 
changes alone — changes that centre around inscribing clay, stone or 
paper with verbal signs, and their use as a bureaucratic device. Precisely 
the same tendency results from genetic and other universalisms; the 
search for a universal grammar, while taking forms that are peculiarly 
literate, tends to neglect the field of investigation into the differences be- 
tween the syntactical structures of the written and the oral registers. 
The assumption of a common deep structure plays down the signifi- 
cance of differences that lie at the level of use rather than usage, of 
manipulation rather than structure. It is strange that a group of human 
beings, who probably spend more time reading and writing than they 
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do speaking and listening, have been so oblivious to the social and 
psychological implications of their craft. Has the inclination towards a 
mainly ‘mentalist’ social science, which an attachment to ‘indi- 
vidualism’ often encourages (so too can an overdose of culturalism), led 
to a disregard of the ‘historical’ and ‘material’ factors that Vygotsky’s 
environment encouraged him to explore? In making this point we 
should of course acknowledge the work done by the Toronto School, 
and by those they have influenced in various ways, e.g. Innis, Havelock, 
Carpenter, McLuhan, Goody, Goody and Watt, Olsen.* On the 
linguistic side, we should also recognise the insistence on writing as a 
separate channel, a distinct register, another style, in the work of 
Vachek and of Smith.* However, these linguists are mainly interested in 
problems in the learning of an orthography (in this case, English) or in 
the teaching of reading. And while they both recognise the indepen- 
dence of the written register (which is not seen simply as a matter of 
coding and encoding sound), Smith emphasises the lack of difference 
between the visual and the spoken modes, both referring back to a com- 
mon deep structure. 

The position suggested here is different. However we may visualise 
the deep structure (and it has been variously and confusingly formulat- 
ed) we assume that, while the mind is in no sense a tabula rasa, its basic 
processes can and must be influenced by changes in the means of com- 
munication. Neither the spoken nor the written language are simply 
manifestations of some abstract linguistic ability that lies for ever hid- 
den in the depths, unchanging, sempiternal. We accept a ‘functional’ 
view of cognitive processes. Changes in the means of communi- 
cation, changes that are external to the actor at least in the 
Durkheimian sense, alter the range of possibilities, internal as well as 
external. 

The point can be illustrated by means of what may seem a trivial 
example. In the train journey from the outskirts to the centre of many 
capital cities, a considerable number of individuals spend the first half 
hour of each day engaged in attempting to solve the crossword puzzles 
that appear in their favourite newspapers. A special kind of ability and 
motivation is required for such activity, the kind of ability that is sum- 
marised in the phrase a ‘crossword puzzle mind’. From the standpoint 
of an immediate calculation of means-ends relationships, such activity 
is pointless, invented for its own sake, a ‘game’. But pointless as it is in 
the short term, it leads to a heightened consciousness of linguistic usage 
as well, perhaps, as stimulating an interest in other types of problem- 
solving. Yet such an activity is entirely dependent upon the existence 
of writing and indeed appears early on in the history of written cultures. 
The first crossword has been recorded by Zandee’ in ancient Egypt, but 
acrostics, the visual manipulation of linguistic signs, were a common 
feature of Egyptian texts and form an important element in the Old 
Testament.® 

The example of the crossword puzzle is less trivial than it might 
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appear, since the kind of problem-solving it involves comes close to the 
definition of the cognitive process itself: ‘going beyond the information 
given”, ‘information, extraction and organisation’.'® Yet this particu- 
lar activity might perhaps be regarded as a special cognitive style 
which, while not absent from oral cultures, is encouraged by literacy in 
a whole variety of ways. For reading and writing, which are frequently 
solitary pursuits, seem to stimulate self-reflection, which in turn stimu- 
lates certain forms of problem-posing and problem-solving. These 
forms of activity have an obvious relationship to certain dominant ele- 
ments in the thought processes of our own society. However, in other 
situations and in many simpler cultures, problem-solving was perhaps 
of less importance than problem-avoidance. 

The crossword is based on a matrix of columns and rows, the ele- 
ments of which (letters) add up in various directions. ‘The numerical 
counterpart is the magic square, which substitutes numbers for letters 
in a manner common to many cabalastic, astrological and magical 
works that emanated from the Middle East after the development of 
writing and which still command a large and enthusiastic following. 
Substitute words for letters as the elements of the matrix and we 
get a table, that God-sent instrument of much early written activity, 
bureaucratic and intellectual, an instrument that is still used by 
anthropologists, psychologists and seekers after knowledge of all kinds, to 
organise and formalise their information into classificatory frame- 
works, systems of verbatim recall and plans for future action. While all 
writing adds a visuo-spatial dimension to language (which hitherto had 
only an audio-temporal one), such formalised graphic arrangements 
provide precise spatial locations for (principally) nouns and numbers. 
At the same time they not only extract, codify and summarise a great 
deal of information otherwise embedded in the flux of experience, but 
they also make it possible to manipulate, re-organise and reformulate 
this information in a manner that is virtually inconceivable in the 
purely oral context. It is on this latter point that I want to place the 
major stress. 

The results of this ‘external’ activity (the making and manipulation 
of tabulated information) are frequently internalised by being placed in 
the long term memory, from whence they are retrieved as oral products. 
Oral arithmetic is of this kind, based as it is upon the multiplication 
tables universally found on the backs of copy books or exercise books. 
The table itself as well as its contents are both products of the visual 
rather than the aural mode, for as an activity multiplication (as distinct 
from successive addition) seems dependent upon the existence of gra- 
phic system, at least beyond the elementary stage. Just as the electronic 
calculator has made oral multiplication partially obsolete, so the arith- 
metic table improved upon earlier processes of calculation. In oral 
society multiplication is virtually non-existent. While addition itself is 
based upon counting a set of objects themselves or, more abstractly, by 
direct visual representation (as with the abacus), counting individual 
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items could be replaced by the cognitive process that has been called 
subitising, a kind of visual estimating of items of six and below, limits 
that seem to be set by structural features of the human brain." 

What is significant about the dominant use of language in early 
writing systems is that so much of the product displays a very different 
syntactical structure from speech. Indeed the written register is also, 
but less radically, to be distinguished from the oral on the level of 
semantics, stylistics and pragmatics. On the syntactical level, much 
linguistic usage does not possess a sentence structure, much less the 
continuous pattern of give-and-take that marks most oral discourse. In 
some cases the flow of speech may be arrested by the ‘reduction to 
writing’. But in much earlier verse what is reduced is not speech, 
though it is clearly language. These early written products often con- 
sist not of sentences but of separated words, arranged in some kind of 
list. In Mesopotamia, most of these lists are of a bureaucratic kind, 
involved in some aspects of the economy or the polity. The same is true 
of other Mediterranean societies. Remember the excitement provoked 
by the decipherment of Linear B? But disappointingly to many, the 
secrets revealed were not earlier versions of Homeric or Hesiodic myth. 
The secrets unlocked were rather of the order 
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Apart from these bureaucratic lists we find a large number of lexical 
lists of trees, roles, classes of various kinds etc. which possess several 
characteristics that make them differ from the categories that usually 
emerge in oral communication: First, they consist of isolated lexemes 
abstracted from the flow of speech, and indeed from almost any ‘context 
of action’ except that of writing itself. Secondly, the lists are formal- 
ised versions of classificatory systems that are to some extent implicit in 
language use, but they go beyond those classificatory systems in im- 
portant ways that I have tried to indicate elsewhere. 

Let us now consider the relation of this argument concerning the role 
of writing in the development of ‘thought’ to the evidence from recent 
linguistic and psycholinguistic work. We shall be concentrating here, 
not so much on the issues of how far the content and indeed the strategy 
of communication differs, which we have touched upon in other discus- 
sions, but on three central issues that have been of more immediate 
concern to contributors to these fields: first, the differences between 
languages that have been written and those that have not, secondly, be- 
tween the written and oral registers of the same language, and thirdly 
between the performance of individuals in the written and in the oral 
registers. The available material on these differences is very limited, 
mainly because (as I have suggested) the real significance of the prob- 
lem has not been recognised. Systematic treatment of the difference 
between those languages that have been written and those that have not 
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is virtually non-existent, although the number of hints, guesses and as- 
sumptions are legion. The second aspect, the difference between the 
written and oral registers of the same language, has been the subject of 
some discussion. One recent contribution by Huddleston '* compares a 
rather limited range of material, namely the use of relative clauses, in 
scientific texts and in the oral discourse of university-educated 
individuals (see also Quirk; Crystal and Davy'*). Internal and non- 
restricted clauses, which represent elaborate interruptions of the flow of 
speech, are more common in the written texts. So too is the avoidance of 
the relative pronoun at the end of the sentence, a point which leads 
Huddleston to comment that ‘the influence of the prescriptive gramma- 
rian is clearly greater in the more carefully constructed written 
language’.'® The comment is illuminating for it indicates the connection 
between the construction of ‘grammars’ and the existence of the written 
register, as well as suggesting the feedback of those formalised state- 
ments of ‘rules’ on the written, and to a lesser extent, the spoken 
language (see Bourdieu! for his criticism of the notion of ‘rule’). 

Little systematic work has been done on the general problem but it is 
possible to indicate some of the likely differences between the written 
and spoken registers, anyway as far as English is concerned. These turn 
upon: 


1. The length of sentences (increasing in writing) 

2. Differences in construction, with dependent clauses becoming 
more frequent than conjunctions 

3. Increased nominalisation as against a preference for verbalisation 
in speech, a process that is connected with abstraction” 

4 The completion of sentences is more imperative: sentences are 
rarely left hanging in the air but the written language systematically 
extracts lexemes (especially nouns) from the context of the sentence, as 
ina dictionary. 

5. Rules are more clearly restraining, e.g. in the matter of split infini- 
tives in English 

6. There is a tendency to use longer words 

7. There is greater variety in e.g. the selection of adjectives 

8. The order becomes more complex, partly because of the ability to 
scan backwards as well as forwards (e.g. in written German). As Levin- 
son points out, sentence complexity is difficult to define and hence there 
is some inconsistency between this observation and that of Portnoy 
(below). Both, however, seem to me reconcilable. It is a question of a 
more adequate definition of the variables. 

9. Greater lexical stability 


On the third question, concerning the differences in the linguistic 
behaviour of the same set of individuals, depending upon which 
register, oral or written, they are using, psycholinguistic studies appear 
to shed some light on the influence of modes of communication. A 
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recent paper by Portnoy!® summarises previous investigations as well 
as analysing the author’s own empirical results. 

Before discussing these results it is in order to make some general 
points. First, the samples in these various studies were relatively homo- 
geneous and consisted mainly of well-educated individuals, that is, 
those possessing great familiarity with the written mode. The exception 
to both the rule of homogeneity and of advanced education (though see 
also the study of Bushnell!®) is the comparative work by Simmons on 
deaf and hearing children aged eight to fifteen. In other words these in- 
vestigations did not attempt to assess the influence of differences in 
literate attainment on oral behaviour. Nevertheless some interesting 
points emerge on which there is a considerable degree of agreement and 
which are confirmed by the tests carried out by Portnoy. She found that 
oral and written samples varied systematically with respect to word 
diversity and word redundancy; the written samples showed more 
diversity and the oral more redundancy. Indeed increased word 
diversity in written samples had earlier been reported by a series of 
investigators working with college students. As far as the general 
characteristics of words are concerned, shorter words are generally 
found in oral discourse, longer ones in written language (Kaump, 
Green, Devito,?° but Bushnell?! found no difference). Sentence charac- 
teristics tend to reverse the trend in that the oral sentences were longer, 
in a sense more complex, and they contained more imperative, in- 
terrogative and exclamatory sentences but less declarative ones. 

Portnoy also tested for the comprehensibility of the oral and written 
utterance of a set of individuals. This was done by means of the ‘cloze’ 
procedure, which involves the elimination of every fifth word from a 
passage composed either orally or in writing (other ‘cloze’ procedures 
use existing texts). After a certain delay the passages are fed back to the 
respondents who have provided them, as well as to others. The degree 
of fit between the later response and the earlier text, assessed both 
grammatically and semantically, provides a measure of compre- 
hensibility. It turned out that, taking the two samples as a whole, there 
was no significant difference. However, taking each pair of responses 
for every respondent, significant differences in comprehensibility were 
found between the productions of individuals in these two registers and 
they were therefore grouped into Speakers and Writers. It is the latter 
who, both in speaking and writing, tend to use longer words; the use of 
shorter words by the Speakers corresponds to the general tendency of 
oral communication, where comprehensibility is often a matter of rep- 
etition and simplicity. 

These consclusions reinforce everyday observation. Writers are not 
necessarily Speakers, nor Speakers Writers. Indeed, one is struck by the 
fact that some students who seem inarticulate in seminars may write 
excellent answers to examinations. Had one been judging from speech 
alone, the linguistic performance of such students would have been a 
prime example of Bernstein’s ‘restricted code’, demonstrating their 
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urban working-class origin. But this particular use of language is not 
simply a matter ofa restricted pattern of communication brought about 
by the intimidating context of the seminar; the same restricted vocab- 
ulary, the repetitive use of words and simplified grammar can be 
observed in relaxed as well as in formal situations. Yet some of these in- 
dividuals, who displayed a restricted code in speech, employ a very 
elaborate one in writing. 

What does this say about the relationship of speech to writing and of 
both to language? What does it say about the relationship of class to 
codes? To take the last point first, while urban working-class speech 
may be more restricted (on a series of simple criteria such as word 
diversity) than that of the middle class, this restriction may be connec- 
ted to two rather contradictory factors. In the first place, it may result 
from a deliberate restriction on verbal interaction in a group situation 
where the use of word diversity is held to be fancy, intellectual, unman- 
ly. Communication in an army barracks, for example, may involve the 
deliberate suppression of diversity, in word, dress and action, and the 
use of all-purpose adjectives such as ‘bloody’ which convey little except 
emphasis; the schoolchild’s superlatives do the same job, and one 
might adapt the phrases of Bernstein and Malinowski to speak of ‘a re- 
stricted code of emphatic communion’. In the second place, while the 
content of utterance may restrict the exploitation of linguistic re- 
sources, it seems likely, given the evidence quoted earlier, that writing 
encourages elaboration. Landsberger’s comment upon the divergence 
of written from oral forms in ancient Mesopotamia makes this point 
quite clearly; the written register systematically prevents ‘archaic’ 
forms from sliding into oblivion. 

Thus on the one hand we can see Bernstein’s restricted code”* as 
being a deliberate limitation on the total range of linguistic expression 
in some contexts (e.g. group conversation) as distinct from its more 
comprehensive exploitation in others (e.g. the address to the union 
meeting). The implication is that such a ‘code’ is not limited to one 
class nor does it represent the total linguistic behaviour of those who 
adopt such restrictions. On the other hand, education in literate forms 
is clearly related to the system of stratification (though by providing a 
channel of mobility as well as confirming higher status). It could be said 
that literacy institutionalises a criterion of achievement which appears 
to (and to some extent does) replace ascription. But in fact, family 
circumstance plays a notable part in such achievement and hence 
disguises a certain perpetuation of the status quo. The greater elabor- 
ation of the written register is likely to affect the oral style of those who 
spend a high proportion of their time in reading and writing, not only 
on oratorical occasions but in ordinary discourse as well. On the other 
hand, performance in these different registers may differ substantially 
between individuals so that we have to be careful about allocating them 
to one particular category; it is another matter with their performance 
in a particular register (or in a particular context). There is one other factor 
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tobe taken into account: working-class speech may be restricted by the 
urban environment and industrial conditions. On the other hand, the 
limited access to literacy that urban life offers provides an opportunity 
for the autodidact and the scholarship boy. 

This discussion raises a general point about the nature of ‘restrictive 
codes’ or non-standard speech. Before typing individuals according to 
these terms and relating such typing to class, one should bear in mind 
that individuals are not limited to operating in one such code, and that 
an individual’s performance in the written register may be at odds with 
his performance in the spoken one. Since in most literate cultures upper 
speech is closer to the written register, it is plainly more difficult for 
those accustomed to so-called non-standard English to learn how to 
read and write. For, contrary to the views of Chomsky and other 
linguists, the problem of teaching reading is not simply one of ‘bringing 
into consciousness a system that plays a basic role in the spoken lan- 
guage itself”; it is a question of learning a variety of language that may 
be considerably different in significant features from, say, Lowlands 
Scots or Birmingham English. Such a task is perfectly possible; every- 
one succeeds at it to some extent. But it has to be recognised that for 
some groups the process may be quite different from learning to read 
one’s maternal tongue and closer to the task of schoolchildren in West 
Africa who have to do their lessons in Arabic or English, that is, in non- 
maternal languages. The reasons why children whose maternal tongue 
is of limited circulation work in these other languages are similar to 
those that force English children to learn to read a special type of lan- 
guage, and they are reasons which, given the nature of literate culture, 
are not easy to set aside. 

Bernstein’s distinction between ‘restricted’ and ‘elaborated’ codes,”* 
characterising working-class and middle-class children respectively, is 
seen by Kay as a matter of the increasing autonomy of the linguistic 
channel; the ‘richer speech style’ or code is ‘precise and logically expli- 
cit’.28 It is associated with the difference between local and world 
languages and the mechanisms appear to be increasing specialisation 
(which involves lexical specialisation) and the introduction of writing. 
The lexical elaboration of world languages is paralleled by the lexical 
usage of the middle classes who employ those languages, and has to be 
contrasted with the languages of local cultures or subordinate classes. 
Lexical elaboration entails (according to recent theory) grammatical 
structure, for ‘lexical items are inextricably intermeshed in the seman- 
tic and transformational structure of language’.”® 

Lexical elaboration is not simply a matter of using more words, but of 
the nature of the lexical increase was well as the different use of the 
same words. If lexical elaboration is associated with the increasing 
autonomy of the linguistic channel, then one of the prime movers in this 
trend is the use of writing. For written language is partly cut off from the 
context that face-to-face communication gives to speech, a context that 
uses multiple channels, not only the purely linguistic one, and which 
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therefore does not have to be so decontextualised, so abstract, so 
formal, either in content or in form. 

But is the difference between lower and upper speech only a matter of 
the latter having adopted the more autonomous mode? Surely there is 
also a ‘hierarchical backlash’ which means that, for example, the 
adopted or transformed speech of an immigrant community might be 
less elaborate than their African language, and hence one might 
possibly talk of actual impoverishment, of underdevelopment (while 
recognising the problems of measurement and the errors of those who 
have failed to treat ‘dialect’ differences in their own right) in a sense 
more concrete than the notion of relative deprivation would alone sug- 
gest. Relative deprivation may actually restrict speech forms. 

In discussing the relationship between oral and written behaviour in 
the same and different individuals belonging to a single ‘speech com- 
munity’, it hardly needs saying that oral behaviour is learned earlier 
and informally, in a family setting, whereas writing is learned later, and 
usually in the more formal setting of the school; though this is not theor- 
etically necessary, the teaching of reading and writing often involves a 
more authoritarian situation and set of procedures than the transmis- 
sion of spoken language. Moreover, while the latter is critical to the 
human condition, the former is in a sense optional. 

I remarked earlier that little systematic work had been done on the 
first problem area, namely the relationship between oral and written 
languages (e.g. Hopi and English), as distinct from the difference be- 
tween written and oral registers of the same language?’ and individual 
performances in these registers.”8 

A tentative link between the two themes is provided by the work of 
some writers concerned with problems of orthography, and specifically 
with the teaching of English both as a foreign language (e.g. Pulgram, 
Vachek*?) and to native speakers themselves. The general situation, 
both empirically and theoretically, has recently been reviewed by 
Smith*®® who has summarised research and tried to integrate relevant 
findings with the work of Chomsky and Halle.*' He starts from an as- 
sumption we have been concerned to stress, that writing is not simply a 
matter of recording sound, that is, speech. In English, he argues, there 
is a lack of correspondence at the level of spelling; the correspondence is 
at a ‘deeper’, ‘underlying’ level, for ‘English orthography is more 
closely related to underlying aspects of language involving meaning 
than to the sound pattern of any one dialect’.*? Looking at evidence 
from linguists and psychologists (Wardhaugh, Joos, Miller**) he sees 
no evidence of differences in the grammatical structure or lexicon of 
written and oral registers, only of different proportions of occurrence 
and degrees of complexity,** leading him to conclude that ‘Speech and 
writing are variants or alternative forms of the same language’, while 
rejecting ‘the more superficial proposition that writing is speech writ- 
ten down’. 

Smith is led by the argument of Chomsky and Halle to state that 
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since English orthography is related to ‘an underlying abstract level of 

language and not to sound’, ‘differences in spoken dialect should not be 

relevant to reading’.®® English orthography is the optimal system for all 

dialects and it is an ‘egregious error to assume that written language is 

somehow a closer representation of a particular . . . standard dialect 

than of any other’. In apparent modification of this assertion he notes 

that if anything, written language should be regarded as ‘a dialect in its 

own right’. If this is so, then surely one dialect can resemble a second 

more closely than a third, and the dialect of written English is likely to 

resemble the speech of clerical rather than manual workers, not neces- 

sarily because of closeness of representation (it has been argued that 

classical Chinese never was a spoken language) but because of feed- 
back, syntactical, lexical and stylistic, of the written on the oral register. 

While Smith recognises the ‘independence’ of text from utterance, his 
particular use of the model of deep and surface structure treats the 
former as a constant (among variable dialects) and as dominating, ina 
vectorial sense, the surface. This rationalist position, which fails to take 
account of the historical situation, turns language into an entity of 
dubious status and fails to allow for any feedback from external changes 
either over the short or the long term. 

The position is not altogether dissimilar from that adopted by lib- 
eral-minded psychologists who regard capacities as constant and 
achievement as the variable. In a general sense this is obviously true. 
But at another level it distracts from interesting possibilities relating to 
research and policy. Glick®* suggests that cognitive processes can be 
thought of as: 


1. the extraction and organisation of empirical information by 
means of concept behavicur, systems of classification, which are partly 
dependent upon specific languages, and partly on the world out there 
(Rosch’’), 

2. the formation of plans for behaviour (Miller, Gallanter and 


Pibram*®), 
3. the elaboration of more general theories about the world (Werner 


and Kaplan’*?). 


I would suggest that in each of these areas there is substantial if un- 
systematic evidence to suggest that cognitive processes are affected in 
important ways by writing, as we have seen in the reference to adminis- 
trative lists, conceptual listing, the whole development of more regular 
and systematic observations of the world around us and the incor- 
poration of religious ideas in holy books. For an exception to the general 
neglect of this topic, see Greenfield.*° 

These brief comments suggest how the material we have examined 
on the difference between written and oral languages or registers, 
limited as it is, displays some striking similarities to another difference, 
which has been talked about in vague cultural terms. This is the differ- 
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ence between what Lévi-Strauss refers to as the domesticated and the 
savage, what others refer to as primitive and advanced, or simple and 
complex. Some major differences touched upon in this discussion can 
reasonably be attributed to the advent of writing and its subsequent 
developments — the formalisation of discourse, the extension of 
abstraction, of logic (e.g. the syllogism) and of rationality, not in the 
sense that philosophers usually mean, but in a more restricted fashion 
that refers to the analysis of formal propositions in ways that seem to 
depend upon visual inspection and material manipulation. 

The different implications of oral and written communication for cog- 
nitive development may also have important physiological correlates, 
arising out of the hemispheric differences in the brain which influ- 
ence the processing of sensory material. Laterality studies have shown 
that the left hemisphere is superior in the recognition of oral materials, 
while the right is specialised for the recognition of non-verbal shapes, 
patterns and nonsense figures.*! The hemispheric preferences for 
nominal as against physical analysis emerge in a preference for serial as 
against parallel processing of linguistic stimuli that can be performed 
either verbally or visuo-spatially.** ‘The perceptual specialization of 
the left hemisphere extends to . . . virtually any type of acoustic ma- 
terial with a linguistic referent.’#* Interestingly the effect increases the 
more language-like the material. Zurif and Sait** ‘presented dichoti- 
cally lists of syllables read as a list and read as a sentence, with proper 
intonation, and found greater laterality with sentence-like material’. 
We may note in passing that lateralisation appears to be a specifically 
human trait (animals are randomly left or right-handed) and probably 
connected with the development of language; moreover the only dem- 
onstrable sex differences in cognitive processes among humans have to 
do with differences in lateralisation that affect visuo-spatial ordering 
and verbal ability. The profound social, psychological, and possibly 
physiological effects of language on cognitive processes need little 
stressing; that other changes in the system of interpersonal communi- 
cation may have parallel effects should occasion no surprise. 

I want to conclude with a remark on reading rather than writing, for 
it is of more general relevance, particularly in an era when the printed 
word supplements the written. Travelling in a commuter train I have 
had the experience of observing oyer three-quarters of the individuals 
present engaged in the same pattern of ‘linguistic’ communication, with 
the same set of absent actors, ignoring all those who were physically 
present. They were reading the one available evening newspaper. This 
kind of activity involves the shift from the largely interactional, contex- 
tual use of language (often with an emphasis on strategies that mini- 
mise linguistic elaboration and have immediate reference) to a use that 
is silent, impersonal and decontextualised (often with an emphasis on 
maximal elaboration, encouraging self-reflection upon a text rather 
than participation in an utterance). The full implications of such a shift 
for cognitive processes have hardly begun to be assessed. Some of the 
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from cross-cultural research in the sphere of 
education. In the review of psychological work on cognitive develop- 
ment to which I have already referred, Glick acknowledges the need to 
break down the global variables of schooling. When we do so we find 


that a good candidate for the effective factor is ‘training and reading’,*® 
where the work of G 


ibson et al.*” has shown how achievement in this 
area alters the way in which ‘form discriminations’ are made, and may 
increase the relevance of ‘form’ when there are alternative systems of 
classification. Another important finding is that of Greenfield et al.** 
where the authors argue for the importance of training in the written 
language to increase the use of the hierarchical devices that a language 
contains. For writing must take language out of the ‘immediate referen- 
tial context’. Concepts are then more easily manipulated, more easily 
turned upside down. The individual ‘is freed from the immediate con- 
texts of the things thought about.’* Here once again, external factors 
play an important role in internal processes. For example, the particu- 
lar activity in which my commuters were engaged clearly depended not 
merely upon writing, but upon the presence of the printing press. In 
this way the example serves as an illustration of how developments in 
the technology of the intellect (and specifically in graphic systems) 
affect cognitive processes. Which is not, of course, to deny that other 
factors such as Class, ideology or position in the sibling group do not 
also have a part to play in these processes, and it is the attempt to 
uncover these different influences in social situations that is the task of 
the social sciences. The decontextualisation, impersonalisation and 
complexity are to be linked not only with literacy in itself, but with com- 
munication in class or caste societies, where the experiential context of 
speakers and listeners cannot be assumed to be similar, making it 
necessary for linguistic acts to be made more explicit. Both writing and 
class are linked to historically specific situations, and seem to have 
some similar influences upon processes of communication. 


implications are emerging 


* 


lam most grateful for the thoughtful comments of Ernest Gellner, Mike 
Smith and Steve Levinson, as well as for discussions with Penny Brown 
onthe differences in registers. The use of the pair, ‘utterance’ and ‘text’, 
Ihave borrowed from David Olsen. 

My paper is perhaps a curious example of ‘western’ anthropology, 
both in its concerns and in its method. I can only say that it emerges 
from a conception of the interaction of intensive and extensive methods 
which implies not only the mating of theoretical and empirical enquiry, 


but also the use of an historical frame of reference as well as a systemic 


one. 
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LAWRENCE KRADER 


The origins of the state among the nomads of 
Asia 


Theory of the state in general 


The state is the product of that society which is divided into two classes 
of people, a class composed of those directly engaged in social pro- 
duction, and a class of those who are not so directly engaged. The social 
product is conformably divided into two parts, a part which is applied 
to the reproduction of the direct producers as a social class, and a 
surplus which is appropriated to the maintenance of the class of those 
whose relation to production in the society is indirect. The direct pro- 
ducers in the society labour, work and toil both for themselves and for 
these others, whose relation to social production is either indirect or 
nonexistent; it is these others that the social surplus supports. The state 
is the organisation of society for the regulation of the relations both 
within and between the social classes. Yet the relations of the two social 
classes to the state differ; it is in the interest of that class in the society 
which appropriates the social surplus produced that the agencies of the 
state are active. The class-divided society is composed of the rulers, 
who have appropriated the social surplus, and the ruled, who are the 
direct producers in the society. The nature of the class interest and the 
class oppositions is a matter that must be explored in another context. 
The relation of the individuals of the ruling class to the interest of this 
social class and to the state will be considered in the following pages. 
The social class of the direct producers has no immediate interest in 
the formation of the state. On the contrary, as we shall see, this social 
class maintained a number of archaic collective institutions, which had 
been evolved long before the formation of the state; these institutions, as 
gentes, sibs, clans, kin village communities, continued in being among 
them long after the state was formed as the over-arching power in the 
society. These institutions of the collectivity had long maintained the 
functions of keeping the peace, resolving conflicts both within and 
between the clans and villages, attacking and defending in war, and con- 
tinued to do so after the formation of the state. The agencies of the state, 
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when established, took over these same functions of the administration 
of justice, conduct of war and diplomacy; at this point the interests of 
the social classes were divided. The archaic collective institutions had 
formerly resolved conflicts or maintained the peace internally in the in- 
terest of the social whole, in this case the whole community, clan or 
tribe. The agencies of the state now defended, warred, both in the inter- 
est of the state and that of the social whole. It is a double interest, 
conflicting internally within itself; on the one side it is the interest of the 
state as the representative of the social class for whom it is organised, on 
the other the interest of the social whole. 

The state is formed by and out of the relations of these classes in so- 
ciety to one another and to the social whole, it is formed as the society 
is divided and internally opposed. It is not formed by the ruling class, 
for that class has to be established in the first place by the process of 
social division in order to fulfill its ruling function. It would be an error — 
to take the interest of the ruling class to be the process of formation of 
the state itself, for that class did not form the state in its own interest. 
On the contrary, the interest of the ruling class emerged out of the 
formation of the ruling class. The two are mutually supportive, and rein- 
force each other, they are not identical. To hold that the ruling class 
formed the state in its own interest would be a teleological in- 
terpretation of history. 

It is sometimes held that the state is identical with the society in 
which it is found; that the state is composed directly of people. This 
usage merely multiplies terms without necessity. The state is neither 
identical with human society in general nor with class-divided society, 
nor with any particular society. The state is the organisation of a par- 
ticular kind of society, which is class-divided society; the state is in its 
abstract meaning the principle of that society, though concretely it is 
the organisation itself. We will consider its further concretion below. 

Human societies have been classified according to habitat, whether 
tropical, desert, temperate or polar; they have been classified according 
to their mythologies, whether solar or lunar; they have been classified 
as matriarchal or patriarchal. Here one principle will be applied: 
human societies are of two types, on the one hand they are non-divided, 
forming an undifferentiated whole; on the other they are divided into 
classes according to the relations of the members of the society to social 
production, to the surounding nature and to the technology of the so- 
ciety. The non-divided, undifferentiated society is the primitive society 
the divided society is civilised society, or civil society, it is the society 
with the state, or political society. The primitive society is founded on 
the primitive economy, primitive relation to nature and technology, 
whose principle is that the unit of production coincides with the unit ¢ 
consumption; the relations of production are such that each works fo) 
the other, and this work relation is reciprocated by the other. The civi 
society is founded on the division and opposition between the socia 
classes, whereby one of these classes labours and works in the society 
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and on the natural surroundings both for its own maintenance and re- 
production as a class; at the same time it labours and works for another 
social class, which labour and work is not returned. The latter is the 
principle of non-reciprocity; it is the principle of the political as 
opposed to primitive economy; it is that on which the state is founded, 
and is presupposed by the latter. 

The society with the state is a small part of the number of societies of 
the human kind, and covers an extremely small time period of the entire 
history of humanity. It is a recent phenomenon, perhaps no more than 
five thousand years old, but has engulfed virtually all humanity during 
the few millennia since its inception. It has come to dominate the his- 
tory of mankind because no power on earth is comparable to it. There 
are those such as David Easton and Radcliffe-Brown who would sup- 
press the idea of the state by the elimination of the term. Their main 
reason appears to be that the term has proved too complex. This is the 
opposite of the multiplication of terms without necessity: it is its dim- 
inution or reduction, likewise without necessity. The fact that a term 
has been misused, or that its object is too complex is no reason in itself 
to discard it. There have also been those in the past, such as Meyer or 
Koppers, and the present, such as Hoebel, who would make the state 
identical with human society as a whole. Not only is this the multiplica- 
tion of terms without necessity, as in the preceding case; it further 
confuses the issue of government versus the state. The element of 
self-government may be found in any human society, however informal 
that government may be. The mode of government of the Eskimos, 
Pygmies, Andaman Islanders and Tierra del Fuegians, is informal, dis- 
continuous, detectable with difficulty, and scarcely vested, but it is 
government, and as such is concerned with the resolution of conflict, 
maintenance of internal and external peace of the society and the con- 
duct of war. Government is a function of the state which, however, is 
conducted outside the limits of the state. In the matter of justice there is, 
moreover, a contradiction between government and the state, for while 
justice is concretely the concern of government, it is not concretely the 
concern of the state. On the contrary, the state is in the abstract con- 
cerned with justice as abstractum. 

In the society with the state the distinction between authority and 
power is made. Power lies with the organisation of society that has cen- 
tralised its internal means of regulation and control; authority lies with 
the people as a whole. (This distinction was affirmed by Cicero, in 
ancient Rome.) The centralisation of the power in turn is negated in 
civil society. On the one hand, it is there negated by the division and 
opposition between the social classes that make it up; an external 
negation. On the other hand, it is internally negated by the opposing in- 
terests of the individuals within the ruling class. These latter indi- 
viduals have in common their private interests as a class, which is their 
class interest. These class interests come into conflict with each other. 
The means of social regulation by the state are directed to the overcom- 
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ing of the oppositions between the social classes as they are to the over- 
coming of the oppositions between the individual interests within the 
ruling class. The social organisation is thus made into the political 
regulation and control of the society in this case; it is, above all, regu- 
lation and control through the political economy. The opposing 
snterests between and within the classes that make up the society of the 
political economy are the subject of the political regulation and control. 

The state is the formal organisation of the society of political econ- 
omy; the informal elements of the organisation of the human being and 
human society fall outside its purview. The human individual exists 
only as a formal being in relation to the state; the human individual 
extrudes the formal being, as the legal person, civil person, persona civilts 
or moralis, Rechtsperson, etc. to meet the relation required of and to the 
state. The human society extrudes the formal side of its organisation as 
the state to define and relate to the legal or civil personality of the indi- 
vidual human being. 

The state is the formal organisation of class-composed and class- 
opposed human society. On the one hand, we have seen that it is the 
abstract principle of this formal organisation, whether it be the society of 
the asiatic, slave or servile modes of production, or that of the modern 
society of production of capital. On the other hand, the state is concre- 
tised in particular states, ancient and modern. 


The state in nomadic society 


The nomadic societies of central and middle Asia developed the state, 
both in its abstract and concrete forms, in the course of their history 
over the past three millennia. The states of these nomads first appeared 
during the first millennium prior to the modern era on the margins of 
the history and territory of the argricultural peoples of China, India, 
Persia. It is sometimes maintained that the Turks, Mongols and other 
nomads of inland Asia had not developed the state. That they had de- 
veloped the state a thousand or more years after the agricultural peoples 
had done so is clear; that they had developed the state in relation to, 
and in opposition to the state formation of the agricultural peoples no 
less so. But this is not to say that the nomads developed no state at all. 
On the contrary, they developed the state, at first as a marginal and 
emergent historical phenomenon in Eurasia and Africa, later as a fully- 
fledged element of the history of these regions of the world. 

In order to comprehend the place of the nomads in world history, it is 
first necessary to grasp the division of labour in society between nomads 
and agricultural peoples, which will be here set forth in the light of the 
history of East and Central Asia. The nomads of Central Asia make their 
historical appearance in the confederation of the Hsien Pi during the 
latter part of the first millennium before the modern era, in conflicts 
with the Chinese of the early Ch’in dynasty. The records from the 
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annals of this early Chinese dynasty mention briefly their relations with 
the nomads. At a later time, during the course of the first millennium of 
the present era, the relations were made firm, were deepened and ex- 
tended between the Chinese on the one side, the Turks, Mongols, and 
Manchus on the other. With the subsequent development of writing 
among the latter, we have come to have not only the viewpoint of the 
ruling class of the Chinese but also that of the nomads. The Tatars are 
social groups which comprise the Altaic language community. Among 
them are the Uygurs, K6k Turks (Blue Turks), Orkhon and Yenisey 
Turks, T’o Pa, T’u-chtieh, Ytieh-chih, Kyrgyz, Jou-Jan (Juan-Juan?), 
Mongols proper, Naiman, Kereit, Kara Kitan, Pohai, Chin, Liao, 
Manchus. They were commonly termed Tatars singly or collectively. The 
Hsien Pi were perhaps a confederation of the ancestors of some of these, 
together with non-Altaic speakers whose descendants live in Siberia, or 
lived there. 

The inhabitants of the Mongol steppes during the past two millennia 
have been sometimes Turks, sometimes Mongols. Their main econ- 
omic basis has been pastoral nomadism. It is sometimes claimed that 
they also practiced agriculture. It is difficult to deny this, but that is not 
the point. The inhabitants of Mongolia, such as have been already 
mentioned, were mainly pastoralists, supplementing their subsistence 
by a minor amount of agriculture, and by exchanging their pastoral 
(also hunting and gathering) products with the products of their 
agricultural neighbours. The forces that held the Tatars to their major 
economic concern, pastoralism, were both internal and external. The 
internal force was the weight of tradition, or customary practice; the 
external was the weight of the production by the agricultural neigh- 
bours and the exchanges with them. The transcontinental network of 
exchanges held both sets of practices in place. 

Behind and underlying this exchange network lies a vast system of 
the division of labour in society in Asia, such as is comprehended with 
difficulty within European history, extending quantitatively and quali- 
tatively beyond European historical experience and categories of 
history. The nomads of Asia lived and still live in tents, being without 
fixed abode, breeding domesticated livestock in herds, primarily 
sheep, goats, cattle, horses and camels, and moving from one pasture 
to the next, according to the season, with them. They exchanged the 
surplus products of their nomadic life with those of the agricultural 
peoples: livestock on the hoof and its products — wool, peltries, leather, 
felt — for agricultural products. The Chinese exchanged their products, 
such as rice, tea and cotton, to meet the wants of the nomads. The 
nomads met the wants of the Chinese, providing sheep flesh for their 
diet, cavalry for the armies, post horses, ceremonial steeds and trans- 
port camels. 

In other parts of Eurasia there is a division of labour within the vil- 
lage, or within the producing unit, whether the country, province, or 
the nation as a whole, whereby the exchange of pastoral for cultural 
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products is carried out. In North China and neighbouring Central 
Asia, however, there has been a great specialisation of social produc- 
tion on either side of the Great Wall of China, whereby the nomadic 
Turks and Mongols have had a major concern with stockbreeding, 
and but a minor concern with agriculture, and the Chinese, pre- 
dominantly agricultural, devoted only a small part of their social 
labour and land to cattle, camel, sheep or horse raising. Each side was 
dependent to this degree on the exchange of products. 

The agricultural production is intensive, the pastoral extensive. The 
herds of the nomads extend over vast areas, the agricultural production 
by comparison is concentrated. In consequence, the same number of 
people live by the pastoral production in a territory which is one 
hundred times greater in extent than that of the agriculturalists. The 
nomadic peoples of Turkestan, in Middle and West Asia, have a pattern 
that is neither as extremely specialised as the pastoralism of Mongolia 
nor as diversified as the European. The traditonal European rural 
economy was maintained by agricultural and animal husbandry prac- 
tices generally within the village, from the Iberian peninsula to the Alps 
and Russia. The Kazakhs and Uzbeks of Middle Asia, traditionally 
pastoralists, undertook an appreciable if limited amount of agriculture 
in their winter camps and pastures. These peoples, together with the 
neighbouring Kirgiz, and Turkmen, were engaged historically in 
exchanges of their pastoral product with their agricultural neighbours, 
just as were the Mongols. The social division of labour in traditional 
European practice fell thus within the ethnic groups. In West Asia 
the social division of labour was maintained between the ethnic groups; 
in East Asia there was developed to a greater extreme the division of 
labour between these ethnic groups and peoples than in West Asia. 

This vast, continent-wide exchange system in Asia was frequently in- 
terrupted; it was defective. The institutions which were engaged in the 
exchanges were not well or efficiently developed, in contrast with the 
world-wide oil, coal, steel, cotton, rice, meat and wool markets of the 
modern period of capital production. The interruptions of the great 
exchanges produced raids and wars, indeed they led to conquest of 
either side by the other, thence to conquest dynasties which appear 
from time to time in Chinese history: the T’o-pa Wei, Chin, Liao, Yuan 
(Mongol) and Ch’ing (Manchu). Attention has frequently been drawn 
to the wars of conquest between nomadic Tatars and Chinese. This is 
the abnormal condition. Customarily the Chinese and the nomadic 
Tatars exchanged surplus products with one another — they did so over 
a period of thousands of years. 


The Turks and Mongols had a class-divided society during the 


period of our concern. The social class of direct production, the herds- 
men and their families, were engaged in part in the production of their 
own maintenance, and in part in the production of a surplus. A part of 
this surplus was set aside for the purpose of exchange. These immediate 
producers (arat in Mongol) at the same time produced a surplus which 
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was applied in part to the maintenance, in traditional times, of their 
ruling class, the Khans, and the military leaders, ministers, courtiers 
and retinue of the Khans. The ancient and modern Tatars were alike 
divided into two social classes, the class of herdsmen, who were direct 
producers in the society, and the class of aristocracy or nobility, for 
whom a social surplus was produced. We have seen that the social 
surplus was circulated in two directions: to the neighbouring agricul- 
tural peoples and to the ruling class of the Tatars. The product of the 
exchange from the agricultural side was in turn divided between the 
common people and the ruling class: silks, jewels and other sumptuary 
wares were for the use of the ruling class, while the tea, rice, etc. were 
consumed by both classes in society. Slaves are also found in the the old, 
or traditional Tatar polity, but their economic importance was minor. 

The ancient Hsien Pi had a ruling stratum of princes, or aristocracy. 
Whether they actually formed a social class or not is difficult to perceive 
from the written record, which has come to us only from the Chinese 
side. The chiefs of the Hsien Pi may have been the leaders of a confed- 
eration of tribes, or alternatively they may have been an actual ruling 
class. If the former, then we have a case of an emerging state; if the 
latter, then the state was already in being. Without stirring up this 
problem of the early form of the Tatar polity, we note that the state 
amongst these peoples has undergone its historical development. It is of 
interest to observe that the state amongst them can be traced from its 
early beginnings, in the period of its coming into being, through its full 
historical florescence during the past two thousand years among the 
Turks, Mongols and Manchus (who were originally nomads of a differ- 
ent type from the others). 

The historical records of Blue (K6k) Turks, the Orkhon and Yenisey 
Turks, the Mongols and the Manchus provide good accounts of the 
formation of particular states among the nomadic peoples. ‘The best- 
known of these, in the European accounts, is that of the Mongol empire 
of the twelfth to fourteenth centuries. The Mongol society at the begin- 
ning of this period, in the twelfth century, was already a society divided 
into hereditary classes. The father of Chingis Khan, Yestigei Bagatur, 
belonged to the lower stratum of the nobility. Mongol society was div- 
ided into social classes of rich and poor, Chingis Khan himself in the 
course of his life passed from the extreme of poverty to that of wealth. 
During this period, the classes in Mongol society were stabilised and 
the oppositions between them were carried forward principally in the 
same form, with certain modifications to be mentioned below, down to 
the beginning of the twentieth century. 

The Mongol empire in that period was founded on the conquests 
effected over neighbouring parts of East, South and West Asia and 
Eastern Europe by the Mongol State. That state was the product of a 
class-divided society, the classes of the society having mutually- 
opposed relations to the means of production. On the one side, there 
were the direct producers in the society: the herding people and their 
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families who had been organised from time immemorial into kin- 
villages, lineages and clans. The ‘Secret History’ of the Mongols, a 
document compiled in the thirteenth century, traces the genealogy of 
the emperor, Chingis Khan, over twenty-four generations; the Secret 
History covers the transition from myth to history, and the transition of 
the Mongols before the formation of the state. The twenty-four gener- 
ations of the genealogy are not to be taken in the literal sense, in which 
five centuries of human history are covered, but indicate that the transi- 
tion had been made by them from a primitive forest people to the 
pastoral society of the steppes, with a political economy and the state. At 
the same time, the social organisation of kin-village communities, clans 
and clan confederations which was maintained by them from the pre- 
historical period through the empire of Chingis Khan, is recorded in the 
Secret History; this organisation survived even into the twentieth cen- 
tury, although it has been much disrupted latterly. The folk-historical 
element of the Secret History is relevant to both the ancient past and to 
the recent history of the Mongols. 

The social class of the Mongol herding families maintained its tra- 
ditional communal and consanguineal organisation down to the 
period of state formation among them, and indeed long after the first 
introduction of the state, after the stabilisation of the relations 
between the social classes, and indeed even into the period of its dis- 
ruption of the traditional economy and society in the early twentieth 
century. The institutions of collective life survived among the clans of 
herdsmen, the institution of individualism was developed but in a 
very minor degree among this class. 

The ruling class of traditional Mongol society on the contrary was 
early on formed along the lines of individualism; central to this form- 
ation was the figure of the Khan, who personified the state. Chingis 
Khan gathered about himself in the last decades of the twelfth and the 
beginning of the thirteenth centuries warriors who had given up their 
occupation as herdsmen, had been torn forth from their kin-villages. 
They swore their allegiance to the Khan, served him as soldiers, 
advisers, ministers, and bore a personal relation to him, which was 
formalised as the relation of ndxii, ‘friends’. Much has been written 
about the ndxiit, retainers of the emperor. It has even been thought that 
they were feudal lords. That of course they were not. They took their 
oath as the followers of the Khan, and stood in a relation that was 
bound to his person. They maintained a private relation as the inti- 
mates of the emperor, each side knew the strengths and weaknesses of 
the other. This is the subjective aspect of their relation. Objectively, 
their relation was a formal one; it is a relation to the state personified in 
the Khan, the oath of allegiance was to the personification of the state. 
The state is the sum of the formal relations of the individual human 
being, just as it is the sum of the formal relations of the society. For their 
service to the state, the retinue received great rewards and punishments 
as great for their disservice, for negligence, misfeasance, malfeasance or 
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non-feasance in office. It is for this public career that they had formally 
broken with their birthright. They were the broken men on the one side, 
the men torn forth from the villages on the other. 

These retainers were individuals, their individuality was expressed 
within the framework of the thirteenth-century Mongol society and 
state. The brief statements of the Secret History recount their names, 
their characteristic traits, whether bravery or cunning, and the particu- 
larities of their relations to the Khan, whether of jealousy, generosity, 
zealous service, fear or pride. The Secret History is an account in the 
service of the state, and the individualism is that of the ruling class in 
that service and selfservice. This contradiction was no more overcome 
in the history of the particular form of the state among the Mongols 
than it was in the history of the particular form of the state in nineteenth- 
century European capitalism. At that later time the ideology of indi- 
vidualism achieved one of its high points of expression in philosophy, 
romance, poetry and song, again centred on the figure of the emperor 
(Napoleon and Napoleonism). Yet one of the functions of the state is to 
contain the extreme forms of individual interests as they conflict with 
each other within the ruling class. 

The formation of the state is therefore asymmetrical in the history of 
the Mongols, as it is in the history of the state in Europe, Africa, and 
elsewhere in Asia. On the one hand, the tradition of the collectivity is 
carried forward in the communal organisation of the villages and clans 
of the Mongols; this is the characteristic of the herdsmen, labouring 
among the herds. On the other hand, the individuality is developed 
among the warriors, the great men, ministers in the service of the 
prince, as it is among the nobility and the princes themselves. 

We have said that a modification was introduced into the Mongol 
class structure. Following the conversion to Buddhism in the late six- 
teenth century, many herdsmen entered into the service of the Buddhist 
lamaseries, serving there not as monks or disciples, but as herdsmen. 
These families of herders no longer served the traditional princes and 
clan chiefs, but laboured in the monasteries, tending, herding, milking, 
shearing wool, making butter, or kumys, etc. Their relations were new, 
and at the same time traditional. The lamaseries profited from the 
surplus produced, exchanged and sold by the herdsmen; the herdsmen 
paid a form of tithe or tribute to the lamaseries, but were freed from 
imposts to the secular authorities by this means. They were bound to 
the service of the lamaseries, just as the traditional herding families 
were bound to the service of the princes, noyot. Both forms of labour in 
the Mongol society were unfree. 

The theory has been circulated about that the Mongol arat were feu- 
dal serfs. This may be true, but if so, then feudalism is given a different 
interpretation and meaning thereby. The feudalism of the European 
model, in the middle ages, had a number of characteristic features in 
common with the Mongol. Each society was divided into classes, each 
had formed a state. The state sovereignty in each was acknowledged, 
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personified in a ruler, or overlord. Social labour in both cases was 
unfree. The labouring class in each society produced a surplus that was 
appropriated by the ruling class, the surplus being in the form of 
surplus labour or a surplus product which was extracted in kind; 
money played virtually no role whatsoever in either case. The ruling 
class in Mongolia as in European feudalism was an aristocracy, the 
overlord was a prince, king or emperor, frequently elected by his retain- 
ers, the broken men in both societies. The overlord had a personal 
relation to his vassals in the European society, to his retinue in both. 
They stood, in one sense, in relation to him as clients to patron. 

The difference between traditional Mongol aid European feudal so- 
ciety and the state is no less profound. All Mongols, commoners and 
nobility, had a common descent. This was not so in European feuda- 
lism, where it was a grave insult to impute common blood to a noble 
family. The opposition between town and countryside, as between the 
product of town industry and the product of the land, which was 
present in European feudalism, was absent in the traditional Mongol 
economy. In both the traditional Mongol economy and in that of Euro- 
pean feudalism a surplus was extracted from the direct producers, as 
we have seen. That surplus was appropriated, whether in labour or in 
kind, by the representatives of the ruling class acting at once as land- 
owners and as landlords in feudal Europe. As landowners they 
extracted the surplus, whether in labour or in kind, as groundrent, in 
their private capacity; as landlords they extracted the surplus labour or 
surplus product as tax in their public capacity. Rent and tax coincided 
in feudal Europe during the middle ages, the relation of landowner and 
landlord coincided, the public sphere was not distinguished from the 
private sphere. In traditional Mongolia, the private and public spheres 
were not at first differentiated, rent and tax coincided, landowner and 
landlord were one and the same person. But during the nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries, an important distinction is to be noticed in the 
traditional herding economy of the Mongols. The secular princes had 
private herds as opposed to the herds of the state treasure; the relation 
of the herding families of the commons to the one differed from their 
relation to the other. Social labour of the Mongol herdsmen in the pri- 
vate capacity, xamjilga, in the service of the prince, was distinct from 
the social labour of the arat, which was neither distinctively public nor 
private. It was, in either case, bound labour, unfree labour. 

That which is shared between the Mongol society in its traditional 
form and European feudal society is not in any way specific to the two of 
them, but is shared with society in ancient Rome, and with traditional 
civil society and state in Africa. This has to be resolved if feudalism is to 
be imputed to the mediaeval Mongol society. 

The traditional Mongol nomadic society was a society with a form of 
political economy, civil society and the state. The economy underwent 
an inner evolution, particularly with regard to the appropriation and 
distribution of the surplus produced in the society. That surplus, at 
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first indistinguishably private and public, later came to be differ- 
entiated as private on the one hand, public on the other, in one sector of 
the economy, while at the same time, the identity of the two sides was 
maintained in another sector of the Mongol economy. It has been 
sometimes held that the surplus produced in the political economy and 
society is not different from that produced in the primitive economy and 
society. Thus, in the latter ‘something extra, for a guest, or for a feast’ is 
offered in proof that the surplus is found in both primitive and political 
economies. That is not relevant to our matter, for in the primitive econ- 
omy no differentiation is made between production in the family and 
production in society, just as no differentiation is there made between 
the division of labour in the family and the division of labour in society. 
In the political economy, on the contrary, a family may produce and 
set aside for a guest or a feast, but this surplus is distinct from the pro- 
duction in society of surplus value as surplus labour or product. The 
distinction between the two forms of surplus was mantained in the tra- 
ditional Mongol society, just as the division of labour in the family was 
distinct from the division of labour in society, in the form of the division 
of labour between the agricultural and pastoral societies. These differ- 
entiations were maintained in the traditional Mongol political 
economy and society, where they continued to exist side by side from the 
era of the Mongol empire down to the beginning of the twentieth cen- 
tury. 

The state among the nomads underwent its inner evolution. Consider 
the beginnings of the state in the first millennium before the pres- 
ent era among the nomads of Asia: it is barely evolved. The records 
pertaining to its existence are few, the nomads themselves had no writ- 
ing, their state was ephemeral, and soon disappeared from view. The 
state among the later nomads was more stable, and from the beginning 
of the first millenium of the present period was almost continuously in 
existence. The history of the state among the nomads is epitomised by 
the history of their indigenous written records and of their script. (The 
relation between the formation of the state and the development of the 
script is not a chance correlation, but a coordination with interacting 
consequence in the service of the former.) The script and records of the 
ancient Uygurs, the ‘runic’ inscriptions of the Orkhon and Yenisey 
Turks, the writings of the Mongols in the scripts which are derived from 
the Indo-Tibetan (Phagspa, Indic Devanagari) and from the Uyguric, 
and the Manchu records in a script derived from the latter, together 
make up a thesaurus of the activities of the nomadic state in the first and 
second millennia of the present era. The nomads evolved the state in re- 
lation to the more stable, more continuous, more advanced, more 
ancient and more ‘civilised’ state of their agricultural neighbours. The 
two sides together formed a great, barely integrated, defective economic 
and social unity in the past, which was composed of an intercon- 
nected network of economic, political and bellicose relations, between 
the specialised agricultural and herding peoples. This network spread 
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over the larger parts of East, Central, West and South Asia, determining 
the formation on the state as abstractum in its several parts, and as con- 
cretum in the history of the particular peoples, agricultural on the one 
side, nomadic on the other. The network was, to begin with, an 
exchange system of the specialised farming and herding production 
unities. The social division of labour between them was integrated ina 
great market and tribute system that spread over the entire continent. 
The evolution of the market system over the world to the point attained 
in the present capital market can be traced. The religious, political, ete. 
systems over Asia reinforced this defective unity of exchange. 

Historically, the state was not discovered by the nomads of Central 
and Middle Asia, nor was it invented by them; the state is no one’s 
discovery or invention. The state is the product of particular social con- 
ditions, whereby society, divided into opposed social classes, produces 
a central organism of political authority within its midst, the entity in 
its abstract form which arches over the entire society. Concretely and 
historically, the state controls and regulates the relations between and 
within the social classes by means of particular agencies. The state is 
not there for control and regulation; that is a false teleology. The stateis 
the abstract expression of this centralised control and regulation. The 
means for that control and regulation are the concrete social agencies of 
extraction of surplus labour and surplus product from the immediate 
producers in society, the distribution thereof, the collection of rent and 
tax, juridical administration, military and police actions, the mainten- 
ance of records and archives, post and communication at home and 
abroad. The state in concrete-historical form was developed among 
agricultural people in the ‘old world’ and the new, and among nomadic 
peoples of Eurasia and Africa. The state is older, more stable, associ- 
ated with more complex development and undertakings among certain 
agricultural peoples in ancient Egypt, China, or Persia than among 
nomadic peoples. Yet it is false to consider the latter as the reflex of the 
former, or as merely occupying the interstices between the agricultural 
spaces. On the contrary, the state, in its inner nature, form, content and 
function is the same abstract entity throughout its various con- 
crete-historical changes in external form. 


Comment on theory and method 


The history of nomadism and of the state among the nomadic societies 
of Asia is complex, for, just as there are many nomadic societies, so 
there are many histories, which interact with each other and with the 
neighbouring agricultural and hunting societies. In order to elucidate 
the historical process of state origin and formation, one may take as the 
point of departure those societies wherein the state has not been formed 
historically by inner moments, or insufficiently formed, e.g. among the 


poses to write 
classless socie 


present stage 
state was first 
peoples. The 
lation to this e 


and Mongols 
these societies 
moments of st 
and oppositio 
ing families on 


_ from the histo 


Chinese, Persi 
fore is that the 
origin and cou 
is that all these 
the state, who 
with the whole 
The theory 
well developed 
cal process of t 
(Inner) Asia in 
torians and et 


theory and the 


h Asia, determining 
| parts, and as con- 
cultural on the one 
to begin with, an 
erding production 
was integrated ina 
1€ entire continent. 
) the point attained 
zious, political, etc. 
‘change. 
nomads of Central 
ie state is no one’s 
rticular social con- 
1 classes, produces 
nidst, the entity in 
ty. Concretely and 
tions between and 
ncies. The state is 
cology. The state is 
id regulation. The 
e social agencies of 
om the immediate 
lection of rent and 
ions, the mainten- 
ition at home and 
developed among 
id among nomadic 
ore stable, associ- 
ngs among certain 
ersia than among 
as the reflex of the 
on the agricultural 
form, content and 
its various con- 


nomadic societies 
nadic societies, so 
ther and with the 
order to elucidate 
ne may take as the 
1s not been formed 
ed, e.g. among the 


Krader: The origins of the state among the nomads of Asia 147 


Tuvinians; or one may take as the point of departure those societies in 
which the state has been formed by inner moments of their history, e.g. 
the Kék Turks, the Mongols, the Orkhon and Yenisey Turks. It is from 
the latter history that the analysis made here has taken its point of 
departure. The formation of the state has been followed from its foun- 
dation in history, the formation of the opposed social classes in the 
nomadic societies. Plainly, one does not start with the history of those 
nomadic societies in which the state has not been developed, if one pro- 
poses to write the history of the formation of the state; on the contrary, 
classless societies are introduced into the analysis in order to demon- 
strate the presence or absence of the historical conditions necessary for 
the phenomenon under investigation. 

Next, the hypothesis is sometimes advanced that the state, if formed 
among nomadic societies, is formed only in conjunction with the forma- 
tion of the state among the agricultural societies. Such an hypothesis is 
founded on the theory of diffusionism, which has little to offer to the 
present stage of the discussion of the theory and history of the state. The 
state was first formed in Asia, in all probability, among the agricultural 
peoples. The nomadic societies stand in both direct and indirect re- 
lation to this early state formation. However, to limit the discussion to 
these historical phenomena is to focus the attention only on the surface, 
the superstructure, and to withdraw it from its proper object, the foun- 
dation. The presence of class-divided societies among nomadic Turks 
and Mongols in ancient and mediaeval times is historically attested; 
these societies have formed the state among themselves. The historical 
moments of state formation among them, issuing from the formation 
and opposition of the social classes there, as between the common herd- 
ing families on the one hand, and the nobility on the other, are different 
from the historical moments of state formation among the agricultural 
Chinese, Persians, or peoples of India. The first thing to be said there- 
fore is that the state in the nomadic societies had a different historical 
origin and course than that among the agricultural peoples. The second 
is that all these historical phenomena are variants of a single institution, 
the state, whose variant forms are in interaction with each other and 
with the whole. 

The theory of the origin and nature of the state in general has been 
well developed in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. The histori- 
cal process of the state formation among the nomads of Middle, Central 
(Inner) Asia in particular has been brought out by the orientalists, his- 
torians and ethnologists in the same time period. Here the general 
theory and the particular historical process are brought together. 


PART III 


The distinctiveness of the contemporary world 


YU. BROMLEY 


The object and the subject-matter of 
ethnography 


Asis generally known, two opposed but dialectically related tendencies 
mark the rapid development of contemporary science. On the one hand 
there is an increasing specialisation of scientific disciplines in an at- 
tempt to deepen the analysis of the area studied; on the other the 
emergence of new ‘border’ disciplines, dictated by the need for a com- 
prehensive study of objective reality. The contemporary advance of sci- 
ence as a whole is achieved by the fusion of these contrary trends. 

This pattern should be taken into account when outlining the profile 
of any science, and in particular when considering the question of the 
profile of contemporary ethnographic investigations. It applies, first of 
all, to their specialisation, which requires a more specific delimitation 
of ethnography from contiguous disciplines. 

A pre-condition for attaining this end is to delimit the specific object 
ofinvestigation, and then its subject-matter. It is true that the concepts 
‘the object’ and ‘the subject-matter’ in scientific knowledge are still 
defined in diverse ways, and sometimes the two are not differentiated at 
all. However, these concepts do not coincide, and their confusion makes 
itrather difficult to delimit those sciences which study one and the same 
object. 

As far as the concept of ‘the object’ of cognition is concerned, it is best to 
use it, in our view, to denote that part of objective reality which is the 
area investigated. When speaking of ‘the subject-matter’ of knowledge 
we mean that which constitutes for every given science the aggregate of 
specific properties and regularities which govern the development of 
objective reality and which are investigated by that science alone. 
The singling out of these properties of the investigated area already 
constitutes a result of the study of it. 

Thus the object of investigation in different sciences may be the 
same, while the subject-matter of investigation is different. For 
example, in the broad sense of the word, the object of investigation in 
physics and chemistry is nature as a whole, but the subject-matter of 
the first science is its physical properties (the physical form of the 
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motion of matter), whereas the subject-matter of the second is its 
chemical properties (the chemical form of the motion of matter). 

At the same time the above-mentioned identification of the object 
and the subject-matter of investigations can be explained, in our 
opinion, by the fact that in some cases their delimitation is either very 
difficult or simply impossible. This applies above all to those sciences 
which express the existence of different scientific methods of discover- 
ing objective reality (for example philosophy, logic, mathematics, 
statistics, etc.). 

The hierarchical structure of objects of investigation should also be 
taken into account, as it allows us to identify not only the total object 
of the given science taken as a whole, but also the immediate objects of 
separate investigations carried out within its framework. Thus if the 
object of investigation in genetics is the whole organic world, the im- 
mediate objects of particular genetic studies may be flies, mice or 
human beings. The subject-matter in most sciences is stratified, and 
the presence of different investigation zones in them is so manifest that 
it does not require any special illustration. 

From the moment that ethnography (ethnology) emerged, the most 
diverse viewpoints concerning the object of its inquiry were aired. Some 
scientists considered this object to be man, some culture, and others so- 
ciety. But according to the most widespread opinion, it is peoples which 
form the main object of ethnography. 

Inour opinion, there ought to be no direct contradiction between the 
name of a scientific discipline and the name of its object (or subject- 
matter) of investigation (for example, it is hardly suitable to apply the 
term zoology to the science studying plants), otherwise serious diffi- 
culties will arise in achieving the necessary consensus and the term will 
not be able to convey meaning and scientific sense. In other words, 
there should be a certain conformity between the name of a scientific 
discipline and the objective reality studied by it (identity is, however, 
not obligatory or even desirable, as for instance in the case of the word 
‘history’). 

In our particular case we find that the name of our science — ethno- 
graphy (or ethnology) — points directly to a definite category of 
objective reality, the ‘ethnos’. As for the second part of the term, even if 
derived from the ancient Greek ‘grapho’, it does not necessarily mean 
that the science in question is merely descriptive. In this connection 
geography is a good illustration, since it studies also the regularities of 
certain spheres of nature. The same applies to ethnography which in 
the USSR combines both descriptive and theoretical levels of investi- 
gation. That is why in the USSR ethnography and ethnology are 
practically synonyms, though traditionally the first is used more often. 
Hence our understanding of ethnography largely depends on the kind 
of social community we define by the term ‘ethnos’. In ancient Greek 
this word had approximately ten meanings, including such variations 
as a people, a tribe, a crowd, a group of people, aliens, a herd, etc. The 
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term ‘ethnos’ in modern science is not polysemantic to the same extent, 
but so far there is no consensus on the interpretation both of the term 
itself and of its main derivatives: ‘ethnic communities’ and ‘ethnic’. All 
existing interpretations can generally be divided into two main groups. 
On the one hand, there is the notion that ‘ethnos’ is ‘a comparatively 
small community with a predominantly archaic character’.' On the 
other hand, this term can be regarded as an equivalent for the word 
‘people’, including not only small communities but also those with mil- 
lions of members and embracing not only backward peoples but also 
those in highly developed states.” 

In Russian ethnography the term ‘ethnos’ was used from the very be- 
ginning to denote ‘a people’.® This interpretation of the term survives in 
Soviet ethnography and its use has become particularly widespread in 
recent decades.* 

To define the object of ethnographic-ethnological studies by using 
the term ‘ethnos’ as meaning ‘a people’ in a general sense is, in our 
opinon, perfectly justified. It would hardly be correct to limit the scope 
of this object to small and backward communities. It is not only 
comparatively small communities, such as the Hopis, Botocudos, and 
Aleuts, but also such large ‘ethnoses-peoples’, as the Russians, the 
English, the Japanese, the French, etc., which are composed of many 
millions. 

In an effort to determine these common characteristic features of eth- 
noses-peoples which distinguish them from other human communities 
we must bear in mind that ethnoses belong to that variety of com- 
munities which emerge as a result of the natural-historical process and 
not as a result of the given people’s will. At the same time we must 
remember that ethnoses are complex formations; each possesses not 
only acertain internal unity but also specific features which distinguish 
it from all other formations of the same type. A particular role is played 
by the ethnic consciousness of the members of an ethnos both through 
mutual identification and by differentiation as a whole from other simi- 
lar communities with a ‘we-they’ antithesis. And when we speak, for 
example, about the French ethnos-people, it always implies that it has 
definite features distinguishing it from all other peoples and that this 
difference is consolidated through everyday ethnic consciousness. 

At the same time it would be an oversimplification to confine the 
essence of ethnos to the ethnic consciousness of its members, which 
delimits a given ethnos from all other similar communities; underlying 
this ethnic consciousness are the distinctive features of each ethnos 
which exist independently and which express its inner integrity. Evi- 

dently it is the stable properties of the ethnos that should be considered, 
since ethnoses-peoples as a rule continue to exist over many, many cen- 
turies. But what are the spheres of the objective existence of these 
properties? 

At first sight it may seem that these are predominantly the external 
distinctive peculiarities of physical types of people, i.e., racial features. 
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However, in reality racial features do not as a rule play any essential 
ethnic-differentiating role. This is due not only to the fact that ‘pure’, 
racially unmixed, peoples do not exist, but also to the fact that there are 
no clear-cut anthropological boundaries between contiguous ethnoses- 
peoples belonging to one of the great races. That is why the attempts to 
determine a people’s ethnic identity on the basis of external physi- 
cal-anthropological features are usually of a very indefinite character. 
This also explains the fact that cases where racial features act as the 
main ethnic indicators are rather exceptional. Such cases generally 
occur when the neighbours of an ethnos belong to other great or small 
races. 

Among all human characteristics the group-specific features of cul- 
ture, using this word in its broadest sense, are of more significance for 
ethnic delimitation than physical appearance. By the group-specific 
features of culture we mean an aggregate of specifically human activity 
and its results. It is in the very sphere of culture thus interpreted that all 
the principal distinguishing features of ethnoses-peoples are usually 
concentrated. It is not by chance that we notice in everyday life such 
stable components of culture as language, religion, folk art, folklore, 
customs, rites, norms of behaviour, habits, etc. It is true that for some 
time now attention has been drawn to the fact that no single cultural 
component may be regarded as an indispensable ethnic-differentiating 
indicator. However, it would be incorrect to deny on these grounds that 
culture has its ethnic functions. It shows merely that no one single 
specific individual cultural component, but the whole complex of inhe- 
rent, specific cultural features characterise an ethnos. And if, say, lan- 
guage and ethnos, linguistic and ethnic division, always coincided, then 
the differentiation of these concepts would be devoid of sense. 

Ethnoses differ from each other also in some various psychological 
particulars, mainly in the nuances and style of expressing psychological 
traits common to all mankind. These particular features in the aggre- 
gate may be designated as the ethnic (national) character. 

Ethnic consciousness, i.e. the realisation by members of an ethnos 
that they belong to it, is an indispensable ethnic feature. It is connected 
with the ability to separate themselves from other ethnoses and mani- 
fests itself first of all in the use of acommon name which the ethnos gives 
to itself (ethnonym). 

An important component of ethnic consciousness is the belief in a 
common origin. Its reality is derived from common historical destinies 
of ethnos members throughout the whole period ofits existence. 

Common characteristics of culture and psychology, ethnic con- 
sciousness and an ethnonym may be regarded in our opinion as ethnic 
features proper. To a greater or lesser extent the members of every 
ethnos necessarily possess such features, irrespective of whether they 
live within a compact area or are dispersed (for example, the Armen- 
ians of the USSR, Syria and the USA. ). 

Accordingly, an ethnic community proper or ethnos in the general 
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sense of the word may be defined as an historically formed aggregate of 
people who share relatively stable specific features of culture (including 
language) and psychology, an awareness of their unity and their differ- 
ence from other similar groups, and an ethnonym which they have 
given themselves. We propose to use the term ‘ethnicos’ to denote the 
ethnos in this general sense. But ethnicos is not an isolated phenom- 
enon. In reality it has no existence apart from social institutions proper 
at various levels (from family to state). It is necessary to note the con- 
ventional delimitation of ethnic phenomena proper and social phenom- 
ena proper; by the latter we understand essentially class and 
professional relations and corresponding institutions. The ‘social’ in 
the richer sense of the word, of course, includes the ‘ethnic’ and, conse- 
quently, ethnoses themselves are social phenomena. Often the main 
part of a given ethnicos is contained within the boundaries of a single 
state (a social organism). In such cases we deal with special formations 
which we propose to call ‘ethnosocial organisms’, (abbreviated ESO). 
Such formations, together with ethnic (cultural) unity usually possess 
territorial, economic, social and political unity (that is, so to say, the 
maximal variant). 

But the main components of the ethnosocial organism are undoubt- 
edly on the one hand ethnic, and on the other socio-economic factors.* 
Socio-economic factors which form the basis of all social phenomena, 
including ethnic phenomena, are more flexible than the latter. It is this 
relative conservatism and a certain independence of strictly ethnic fea- 
tures that make it possible for one and the same ethnicos (in reference to 
its ethnic parameters) to continue its existence during several socio- 
economic formations. For example the Ukrainian ethnicos has existed 
under feudalism, capitalism and socialism. 

But an ethnosocial organism is another matter. It belongs to a defi- 
nite socio-economic formation which unavoidably gives it a specific 
character. It is this fact that essentially underlies the way ethnic com- 
munities can be distinguished by type according to the stages of the his- 
torical evolution of society. Examples of this are the tribe, the 
nationality (narodnost), the bourgeois and the socialist nation, which are 
terms used in Soviet social scientific literature. The first of such types of 
community is regarded as the main type at the stage of primitive so- 
ciety; the second is typical for the slave-owning and feudal periods; the 
term ‘nation’ is used to denote only the ESO of capitalist and socialist 
societies. In contrast to the ESO, the nation, the remaining ethnicoses of 
capitalist and socialist societies (and sometimes even of pre-capitalist 
societies) are generally called ‘nationalities’ (natstonalnost). 

Such a concept of ethnoses as the main objects of study by ethno- 
graphy (ethnology) does not, however, rule out disagreement on the 
definition of its subject-matter. This manifested itself vividly in the 
oped, whether small or large, which existed in the past and which still 
exist are encompassed by the scope of the ethnographer’s scientific 
interests. 
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The idea that all ethnoses-peoples form the main object of ethno- 
graphy (ethnology) does not, however, rule out disagreement on the 
definition of its subject-matter. This manifested itself vividly in the 
formative period of Soviet ethnographical science. At that time there 
was a tendency, on the one hand, to confine ethnography to studying 
only archaic ‘survival’ phenomena and, on the other hand, to consider 
ethnography, or rather ethnology, as a super-discipline claiming to 
study practically all the components of social life. Such disagreement in 
determining the subject-matter of ethnography still to some extent per- 
sists. It is evident, however, that the first of the above-mentioned 
tendencies implies the notion that the subject-matter of ethnography 
(ethnology) is a kind of peau de chagrin since archaic phenomena are 
increasingly disappearing from the life of peoples. Despite its apparent 
breadth, the second tendency affords no better prospect for the science 
of ethnoses. It creates insuperable difficulties in delimiting the spheres 
of inquiries of ethnography and those of numerous other scientific 
disciplines which study different aspects of peoples’ lives. Such diffi- 
culties have become especially evident in connection with the rapid 
development of concrete sociological investigations, since these them- 
selves claim to embrace practically all aspects of the everyday life 
of society. 

All these circumstances urgently raise the question of criteria for 
determining the sphere of the subject-matter of ethnographic (ethnolo- 
gical) science (as well as of socio-cultural anthropology), and delimiting it 
from contiguous disciplines. 

One of the traditional answers to this question in our literature is 
that ethnography studies ‘folk’ culture. However, this cannot be regarded 
as sufficient, and not only because the adjective ‘folk’ is polysemantic. 
The main problem is that reference to ‘folk’ culture inevitably raises 
a new question; in what way does ethnography differ from such 
disciplines as the history of folk architecture, the history of folk music, 
folklore studies, etc. 

Sometimes the main specificity of the ethnographic study of culture, 
as well as that of peoples as a whole, is seen in its method of direct obser- 
vation. However, it is difficult to accept this viewpoint, too. First, this 
method is widely used in other disciplines (in folklore art studies, for 
example). Secondly, ethnography does not confine itself to this method 
in studying contemporary peoples. 

The opinion has been recently expressed that the specific viewpoint 
of ethnography (ethnology) concerning its subject is determined by its 
problems.® But then the question arises: what are the criteria for sing- 
ling out these problems? The absence of an answer to this question 
leaves open the possibility of making arbitrary choices in such prob- 
lems. 

It is generally known that the subject-matter of science cannot be de- 
termined arbitrarily and depends, above all, on singling out from the 
sum total those properties inherent in its object which form the object of 
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investigation by the science in question. Hence the viewpoint is deter- 
mined not by an arbitrary choice of problems but by the presence in the 
object of certain specific properties. In our case such an object is the 
ethnos-people. It is evident therefore that it is among its typological 
characteristic features that we should look for criteria for determining 
the subject-matter of ethnography (ethnology). 

What features can be considered as such? Doubtless those which can 
be called ethnic and through which the ethnos may be distinguished 
from other human communities. On the one hand, these are the fea- 
tures which bring together all the members of the ethnos (intra-ethnic 
integration), and on the other hand, the features which separate it from 
other similar communities (inter-ethnic differentiation). As mentioned 
above, such functions are carried out, together with language, mainly by 
the components of traditional everyday culture (customs, rituals, folk 
art, folklore, etc). The specific peculiarities of these components dis- 
tinguish one ethnos from another. 

Accordingly, the criterion for singling out the subject-matter of eth- 
nography (ethnology) should, in our opinion, be an examination of 
ethnos components through the prism of the ethnic functions carried 
out by these components. Owing to the greater obviousness of their 
ethnic-differentiating properties (ethnic specificity), it is precisely these 
features which serve as a starting-point for singling out the scope of the 
subject-matter of ethnographic investigations. 

But ethnography (ethnology) is called upon to reveal a picture of an 
ethnos as a whole — not only its ethnic-differentiating features but also 
those which it shares with other ethnoses. The identification of the 
specific and the shared is always an indivisible process. That is why a 
comparative study of ethnos components as the main method of deter- 
mining its specific features inevitably presupposes also locating those 
features which it shares with other ethnoses. Some features may turn 
out to be characteristic of all ethnoses past and present, i.e., to be com- 
mon to all mankind; other features may turn out to be specific to only 
some groups of ethnoses and thus these will be specific in their own 
way. 

The main zone of ethnographic (ethnological) investigation is deter- 
mined through the study of the ethnos and its components which 
reveals their ethnic-differentiating features. It seems self-evident that 
given such an approach to the problem the nucleus of ethnography 
(ethnology) will be the study of that layer of culture, in its broadest 
meaning, which fulfils ethnic functions, and above all, of traditional, 
everyday culture. 

However, the role of traditional, everyday culture is far from identi- 
cal at different stages of social development. Moreover, the temporal 
parameters of traditions are different: in some cases old archaic tra- 
ditions prevail, and in others new ones are formed. 

In pre-class and early class societies culture is co-extensive with its 
everyday traditional-archaic layer. It is owing to this long-recognised 
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fact that when dealing with backward peoples who have no written 
language ethnography (ethnology) studies their culture as a whole; 
ranging from their methods of economic activity to their religious 
beliefs and language. Moreover, owing to the syncretism of social life, 
in this case the whole social sphere of their life, a ‘socionormative’ 
culture enters the framework of ethnographic studies. The effective 
monopoly of ethnography in the study of archaic features of economi- 
cally backward peoples has led to its active participation in the 
working out of the problems of the primitive society. 

However, in our own time scientific and technological revolution and 
social progress are accompanied by the rapid disappearance of archaic 
phenomena. Hence one of the most important tasks of ethnographers 
today and in the near future is to record such archaic phenomena as still 
exist. The character of these records and their significance largely 
depend on whether the ethnographer deals with archaic phenomena of 
backward peoples or with the survivals which still exist in highly indus- 
trialised societies. In the first case, data on the archaic components of 
the life of peoples in some measure throw additional light on the prob- 
lems of the history of early class and sometimes of pre-class societies. In 
the case of archaic forms surviving in the everyday life of peoples of 
highly industrialised countries, the study of these forms frequently 
makes it possible to get an idea of the everyday life led by such peoples 
at least a century or more ago. It should be borne in mind, however, 
that in such cases the survivals of archaic phenomena are being rapidly 
replaced by professional, urbanised culture. Therefore the problem of 
recording them acquires great urgency. It is not by chance that ethno- 
graphers who study the peoples of highly industrialised countries pay 
special attention to this aspect. The widespread publication in recent 
years, in most European countries, of historico-ethnographic atlases, 
an important way of recording traditional culture, constitutes striking 
evidence of this. 

Though the uncovering of archaic phenomena is very important for 
ethnography it would be a mistake to devote this discipline wholly to 
the study of surviving social antiquities. 

This concerns especially the ethnoses of highly developed class soci- 
eties. True, in studying them the aim of investigation remains in the 
final analysis the same as in studying ethnoses of pre-class and early- 
class societies, i.e. to shed light on the whole complex of characteristic 
features of ethnic communities. But such unity of final aim cannot, 
nevertheless, serve as sufficient grounds for transferring mechanically 
to the studies of the peoples of developed countries those ideas about the 
profile of ethnographic science which had been formed in studying 
peoples without written languages and whose whole life, as mentioned 
before, is full ofarchaisms. 

It is necessary to take into account the fact that in class socio- 
economic formations the content of the object of ethnographic 
investigations changes substantially. It becomes exceedingly complex and 
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many-sided. Certain spheres of social life become greatly insulated as a 
result of the development of the productive forces. Economic specialisation 
and differentiation of the spheres of production and consump- 
tion occur and this process becomes especially intensive with the rise of 
capitalism. The social structure becomes more complex. The former 
syncretism in culture disappears, its components become differ- 
entiated. Profound differences appear in the mode of life of classes and 
social groups, rural and urban inhabitants, between folk and pro- 
fessional culture. 

The scientific and technological revolution influences ethnic com- 
munities greatly. True, this influence is dual in character; on the one 
hand, it promotes an equalisation of the cultural levels of ethnic com- 
munities, the interpenetration of cultures, their standardisation and 
unification; on the other, mass media may strengthen ethnic 
consciousness among the broad masses of the population. And this, 
in turn, has a reverse influence on intellectual culture, imparting 
ethnic significance to those of its components which formerly were of 
little importance in this respect, or even fulfilled no ethnic functions 
at all. On the whole, as standardised forms of culture spread more 
widely, the ethnic specificity of contemporary peoples is gradually, as 
it were, shifting from the sphere of material culture into the sphere of 
intellectual culture. 

The emergence of new traditions, including those in the sphere of 
everyday culture, should be borne in mind. At the same time, pro- 
fessional activity in the sphere of intellectual culture is playing an 
ever greater ethnic role in highly developed countries, especially in 
those cases when its achievements penetrate into the everyday life of 
people. As a result, ethnic functions are carried out by new, compara- 
tively stable components of intellectual culture rather than by archaic 
survivals. These new components frequently include elements of old 
traditions though in modified forms. 

All this raises a set of problems for modern ethnography (ethnology) 
connected with the study of contemporary peoples (including those of 
industrially developed countries) as a living reality. Naturally, in this 
case most attention should still be paid to those spheres of a people’s life 
in which its characteristic features manifest themselves most vividly. 
And this, as already mentioned, mainly concerns the intellectual cul- 
ture of peoples, their social psychology. 

In providing a concrete outline for ethnographic investigations and 
its prospects, we must not forget that ethnoses are not merely a sum of 
separate components but constitute integral systems. The necessity for 
a comprehensive study of these systems has led to the emergence of a 
series of borderline disciplines linking ethnography with related sci- 
ences; ethnic geography, ethnic anthropology, ethno-demography, 
ethno-linguistics, ethno-sociology, etc. Some of these border disciplines 
have already existed for some time and have succeeded in more or less 
proving their significance; others, though they are only now making 
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their first steps, undoubtedly have good prospects. 

Ethnoses are dynamic systems. Hence one of the most important 
tasks of ethnography is to study the changes which take place in them, 
j.e., the ethnic processes. Though in the past these processes were 
rather slow, in the end they led to the disappearance of some ethnic 
units and the emergence of others. It is for this reason in particular that 
Soviet ethnographers pay considerable attention to the question of the 
origin of peoples (ethnogenesis) which they study jointly with archae- 
ologists, anthropologists, linguists, etc. 

The ethnographic study of modern ethnic processes is of quite a dif- 
ferent character. In the course of these processes intensive changes take 
place in the various components of ethnic communities. Consequently, 
the scientist studying modern ethnic communities should focus his 
attention on the changes which occur in their demographic, social, cultu- 
ral, linguistic and other parameters. The increasing intensification of 
ethnic processes in the modern world gives special significance to these 
studies and predetermines their further prospects. 

Thus, the concept of ethnography (ethnology) as the science of 
ethnoses does not encourage pessimism about the progressive disap- 
pearance of its own subject-matter. So long as peoples exist, 
ethnography (ethnology) preserves its object of investigation, and not 
only as the historic past but also as current reality. But the relative 
significance of diverse zones in the subject-matter of ethnographic 
investigations is changing with changes in ethnic specificity. Moreover, 
in the course of social progress the subject-matter of ethnography is 
becoming increasingly complex, setting itself ever new areas of inquiry. 
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T. DRAGADZE 


The place of ‘ethnos’ theory in Soviet 
anthropology 


An endeavour to place anthropology amongst the sciences can imply 
establishing boundaries for the discipline. It seems to me that this is the 
way mainstream Soviet scholars in recent years have expressed their 
understanding of what anthropology is about, by enunciating in 
advance the scope of the field and, through a process of elimination, 
arriving at an unequivocal definition of the subject. In the West we have 
also been struggling over the nature of the discipline, one form of the de- 
bate being the discussion on ‘new anthropology’ as well as ‘old’.! I 
know that several colleagues share my embarassment whenever stu- 
dents ask me to define anthropology even in academic terms. It was 
therefore with great pleasure that I embarked on an attempt to learn a 
little about the Soviet understanding of the discipline. There has been 
a new appraisal of its place in the social sciences, although Soviet 
scholars, when assessing the development of their subject, have generally 
preferred to stress continuity rather than new departures. 

I think that Soviet social scientists, and anthropologists in particular, 
can be said to operate in a closed conceptual system in that it is spelled 
out a prior; the ‘rules of the game’ are known by the participants and 
they are the terms in which ventures into analysis are assessed. How- 
ever, within this system, discussion is intense and lively. Indeed, the 
present debate on ‘ethnos’ is such that nearly every statement I shall 
record here has been challenged, so this can merely be a summary of 
some of the main contentions, each of which has by no means received 
full acceptance. In this system, however, the unchanging emphasis 
which Gellner sensed so well is on the close connection between history 
and anthropology.’ The historical principle is the main analytical tool 
and historicism the main explanatory device to have been used 
throughout the Soviet period. The historical dimension included in 
every study — seeing social phenomena as being in a state of flux, 
containing elements of the past and moving towards some new form — 
nevertheless antedates the adoption there of Marxist theory. This way 
of thought stems from an uninterrupted, deep-rooted intellectual 
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tradition which was universal until it was rejected by the struc- 
tural-functionalists in the West.° It is useful to add that human history 
had been seen by Soviet scholars as following a universal ‘stages of his- 
tory’ development, the implications of which are usually studied by the 
philosophers and adopted subsequently by the anthropologists for their 
own use.* 

It is imperative to state here that in the West we also operate within 
closed frameworks, although less obviously so, and the Soviet approach 
is salutory since it enhances our awareness of our inherent limitations. 
Above all, we find with our Soviet colleagues the freshness of a theor- 
etical framework which is relatively straightforward and uncluttered. 

You need only refer to Professor Bromley’s definitive work Ethnos and 
Ethnography’ to realise that an understanding of the term ‘ethnos’ is cen- 
tral to any appreciation of recent views on the nature of anthropology 
which Soviet scholars offer. In no uncertain terms Bromley states that 
the object of anthropological enquiry is the ethnos as a social unit. Man 
as a social being can be examined ina great number of ways, as can the 
collectivities in which he participates. Unlike other researchers, how- 
ever, anthropologists should specialise in studying man in his capacity 
as member of an ‘ethnos’, the nature of these ‘ethnoses’ and their history. 
For example, ethnic consciousness is the anthropologist’s special field, 
whereas ‘collective consciousness’ tout court is not. Through this division 
of labour among the human sciences anthropology acquires an auton- 
omy which sets it apart from history and sociology, the latter being a 
discipline which has been gaining momentum in the USSR since the 
late 1960s. 

The concept ‘ethnos’ has undergone a long process of refinement and 
redefinition since it was first elaborated by Shirokogoroff.® But I shall 
take my cue from the most recent publication I have received from 
Moscow, Contemporary Ethnic Processes in the USSR.’ Giving an overall, 
working definition, Bromley and Kozlov write: 


Ethnos (in the narrow sense of the term) can be defined as a firm 
aggregate of people, historically established on a given territory, 
possessing in common relatively stable particularities of language 
and culture, and also recognizing their unity and difference from 
other similar formations (self awareness) and expressing this in a 
self-appointed name (ethnonym).® 


Why such a group is called an ‘ethnos’ and not by some other name can 
be partly accounted for by pointing out that in Soviet terms the word 


‘society’ is the Marxian term for a particular socio-economic forma- 


tion: feudal society, capitalist society. Similar difficulties arise with the 
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use of terms such as ‘community’, ‘group’, ‘nationality’, ‘nation’ and 
‘people’ — narod in Russian _ which for some time have had definite, ac- 
knowledged meanings which are best not tampered with. They too are 
all associated with and confined to particular stages of history. I would 
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venture the remark that anyway Marxists cherish their use of termino- 
logy more than most non-Marxists, regardless of which translation. 
Soviet scholars have maintained that some British anthropologists will 
talk of the Nuer ‘people’, the Bantu-speaking ‘peoples’ or the Chinese 
‘people’ without a particularly precise sociological definition of the 
group in question. But more fundamental is the argument that the term 
‘ethnos’ is seen to be the embodiment of an assumption which reflects 
the special type of corporateness felt by those who belong to it. An 
ethnos is only an ethnos if its members perceive it as such. This cannot 
be said so blithely of such western conventions as the use of the term 
‘tribe’, the very notion of which is sometimes confusing to those to 
whom it is supposed to apply.® 

Anethnos is an unit, at least for the most committed Soviet conten- 
ders, which is not bound to any particular historical stage of societal 
development. Its character is dependant, but not its very existence. To 
draw a simple analogy: the existence of a language is not bound to any 
particular stage of history although it undergoes modifications in any 
particular circumstances. An overflogged remark, but one which high- 
lights the analogy, is that the basic grammar of any given language changes 
little over time, although its vocabulary is transformed considerably. 
For ethnographers caught in the trap of the system of historical 
stages, an ethnos is a useful analytical device, being an unit which can 
be traced vertically through history. A nation or a society cannot be 
treated in the same way. They dissolve at certain stages and form again. 
This means that for ‘societies’ one has a conceptual vision of horizontal 
strata. Anethnos is an entity that can be analysed vertically up through 
these strata, a very handy model for an historically minded Soviet 
anthropologist. Indeed, these ethnoses change their character as they 
pass through the strata, but they do not lose their identity as ethnoses 
and their boundaries as units. ‘The Ukrainian ethnos’, for instance, 
‘existed under feudalism and capitalism and continues to exist under 
socialism’ writes Bromley.!° 

This assertion has by no means found acceptance among all the par- 
ticipants in the current ethnos debates, which have been sparked off by 
Tokarev’s attempt to formalise the links between historical stages and 
types of ethnos.!! Some have maintained that ethnoses can only exist 
within the conditions of pre-capitalist formations. Others, such as 
Gumilev, although using questionable and unpopular arguments, 
steadfastedly proclaim the ubiquity of ethnos in the contemporary 
world scene. He writes: “There is not a single person in the earth who is 
not in an ethnos. Every person when asked, ““Who are you?” will an- 
swer, ‘‘Russian, French, Persian or Masai’’, without thinking.’!? But he 
perturbed his readers by suggesting that since this phenomenon is 
omnipresent, it expresses such a deep psychological element in humans 
which causes them to ascribe themselves to an ethnos, that it can almost 
be said to be biological. All Soviet ethnographers are anxious to disa- 
vow any ‘biological’ element in the study of ethnos especially if it could 
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denote some sort of racist overtone. (Gumilev would share this concern 
and so it was unfortunate that he should have misused his vocabulary.) 
For instance, when studying the relationship between intra-ethnic 
endogamy and the survival of an ethnos, Bromley stresses that it is the 
capacity for the reproduction of culture alone which is affected by 
intermarriage.'® An ethnos is never equated with a particular physical 
type, although the two occasionally coincide at a given stage of history. 

For Shirokogoroff ‘ethnos regulation’ was dependant on the 
interplay between three factors: the ecological conditions to which the 
ethnos had to adapt, its relations with other ethnoses and the size of its 
population. He then set these factors out in equations to qualify the 
potentialities of each element. For example, the higher the ‘level of cul- 
ture’ of the ethnos, the less intensive the variations in population.'* This 
tended to evoke a picture of the ethnos in its state as a primitive horde, 
which for some scholars is all an ethnos ever is, anyway. For those who 
see its continuity into complex society, a ‘stages of history’ framework 
has to be elaborated more thoroughly. 

Specifically, during my research in Moscow, I was told that the great 

difference between the Soviet understanding of ‘ethnos’ and the Ameri- 
can school of Mead and Benedict (cf. Patterns of Culture) is that the Soviet 
notion of ‘ethnic specificity’ cannot be seen, to use sociological jargon, 
as an independent variable. Ifa static model for society were to be used, 
if the ‘ethnographic present’ were to be an accepted convention, it 
would be different. But if, like all social phenomena, ethnos categories 
must be observed throughout their path of historical evolution, then 
these will appear more fluid, more versatile, and thereby more endur- 
ing. 
Inevitably, the current Soviet axiom is that an ethnos is always a 
system whose binding characteristics are dependent on the economy, 
history and politics of the day. I will not try to paraphrase the accounts 
of a favourite theme offered by Soviet authors elsewhere, in English.” 
The implications are obvious enough: in its path the ethnos unit will be 
moulded into very different shapes according to the type of society in 
which it exists. Predictably, Bromley and Kozlov distinguish three 
types of community in which an ethnos might find expression: the tribe 
for ‘primitive’ society, where its members stress the closeness of kinship 
ties and common descent from a usually mythical ancestor; the nation 
for capitalist and socialist society; whereas characteristic for slave- 
owning and feudal society is the narodnost, a ‘people’ somewhere 
between a tribe and nation for which there is no adequate English 
translation.’ Sometimes it will be the common language which 
appears as the salient binding characteristic, at other times the re 
ligious belief system, or the shared economy (€.g. pastoralism) or the 
war machine in times of political expansion. You name it and you 
might find it. An analogous approach is used in the West when we teach 
the history of the family, but in the Soviet case opportunist choices do 
not stem from an argument in functionalist terms. 
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Ultimately, an ethnos might be said to be a group in the Durkheim- 
ian sense insofar as its members share a collective representation: 
they believe that they are a group of people apart because they share 
some unique features in common. The components — the ‘meaning’ — of 
this particular collective representation will vary through time, as it is 
transmitted from generation to generation. But what is the ‘constant’? I 
would suggest that this is seen to be the actual label. Ethnos is not a 
‘geist’. It is a group of people giving themselves a common label — the 
ethnonym. This label, which expresses their distinctiveness from other 
similar groups, is the basis of their self-definition (and therefore the 
basis of the ethnos’s existence). This point was made succinctly, I 
think, by Kriukov in a seminar paper last year in Moscow, ‘The evol- 
ution of ethnic self-awareness and the problem of ethnogenesis’, which 
he illustrated with reference to the ancient Greeks and the ancient 
Chinese. I do not know whether this interesting paper has been pub- 
lished yet.!” 

The boundaries of the ethnos might or might not coincide with 
those of a group participating in any given social organisation. It is 
important to remember this when Soviet authors follow an ethnos 
across the great divide between the antagonistic and the non- 
antagonistic forms of society. It seems to me that an ethnos is seen to 
be moving along a sort of continuum from social organisation in its 
early stages to cognitive field in its later (socialist) stage. (By the same 
token can I submit that one is moving towards what can be called a 
‘cultural’ model?)!8 

There has recently been increasing interest in ethnicity among 
western social scientists. For instance, Glazer and Moynihan published 
a large collection of articles in 1975,!9 and an ASA Monograph was 
brought out in 1974 on urban ethnicity.” Ethnicity is studied within 
the context of conflict theory with inequality as its theme. Ethnic 
groups are culturally bounded but politically and economically main- 
tained. David Parkin, following Abner Cohen, writes: 


I would put my view [on a definition of ethnicity] in the form of a 
simple equation: ethnicity = a) the articulation of cultural distinc- 
tiveness in b) situations of political conflict or competition.?! 


According to this school, ethnic self awareness arises as a reaction to the 
social forces of actual or potential deprivation. 

In these terms a dialogue with Soviet scholars would be problematic. 
This is not because, when they write about ethnoses in the USSR today, 
they never depict them as suffering in competition one with the other. It 
would not be enough merely to question whether Soviet society is non- 
antagonistic and classless. You could use your own convictions and 
rewrite some ethnographies”? but you would not have grappled with the 
essence of Soviet ethnos theory. 

To my knowledge there has not been any recent Soviet literature 
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devoted specifically to the relationship between class and ethnos. My 
motive for mentioning it here is merely because western colleagues con- 
tinually question me about it, although I would have preferred to leave 
this discussion to the Soviet scholars at the conference. As far as I can 
tell, they maintain that ethnoses can be cut across internally by class 
divisions but ethnos and class are not seen as alternate but as comple- 
mentary analytic categories. For class concepts belong to the horizontal 
strata of social analysis, ethnos concepts to vertical analysis. They 
would maintain that the history of class struggles and the history of eth- 
noses can be analysed concurrently, thus adding a further dimension to 
a Marxian study of social change. Members of the same class from dif- 
ferent ethnoses — each with their unique ethnic character — can come 
together for purposes of class solidarity, and ethnic self awareness is not 
seen as a ‘false consciousness’. 

According to most Soviet scholars, self ascription to an ethnos is nota 
form of spontaneous response. In particular it is not merely a response 
to the agonies of capitalism. It arises from the inner experience of count- 
less generations who simply perceive that, for example, as Turks they 
are different to the French. Over a long period, surviving the con- 
vulsions of social change, Turkishness per se is continuous and stable 
although it will assume very different forms. The interplay between the 
ethnoses is such that Turks and French might combine to fight com- 
mon oppressive forces, they might share the same level of technology, 
they might even share a common government, but they will fight in the 
Turkish style and the French style, will speak Turkish and French, will 
have a Turkish and a French symbolic order. It is the paradigmatic 
nature of Turkishness and Frenchness —which, for example, Ardener in 
an early formulation would perhaps have called a ‘template’ — which 
should form the object of our enquiries as anthropologists. Thus it is the 
residue category one can turn to when, having exhausted the possi- 
bilities of analysis according to the canons of socio-economic history, 
one seeks to perceive what remains as a recurring theme within the 
boundaries of Turkishness and Frenchness. The study of ethnic speci- 
ficity will entail comparative analysis throughout. A strand of thought 
arising from this position is that ethnic specificity can be seen as the ob- 
jective justification for a subjective awareness of affiliation to a given 
ethnos. It is in these terms that Bromley elaborated his typology of 
ethnos hierarchies to account for the phenomenon of people seeing 
themselves as, for example, Slav, Russian and Don Cossak simul- 
taneously.** 

More important in understanding Soviet ‘ethnos’ theory is to note the 
approach used to diagnose the oncoming death of an ethnos. Again, 
this point has been dealt with admirably in English translation and I 
shall not repeat arguments expressed so much better by the Soviet 
authors themselves.2° In brief, intermarriage with other ethnoses’s 
members, conquest by and intense contact with other ethnoses, remo- 
val from a common territory and other similar conditions can erode the 
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salience of ethnic self-labelling. But the study of ethnic specificity 
through time is nevertheless deemed to be the main task of Soviet 
anthropologists, because it is believed that the specifics of a dominant, 
host ethnos will always be modified by the ethnoses they absorb (or the 
‘ethnicoses’ they absorb — the term Bromley has used to denote ethnic 
groups not living on their own territory). The extreme position, admit- 
tedly one which I have not encountered in the literature yet, which 
follows, would be to maintain that ethnic specific qualities will all die 
totally only if all members of the given ethnos who possess them were to 
be physically exterminated, in isolation. In the case of the USSR, 
Bromley and Kozlov declare that, should it become a melting pot of eth- 
noses, the new macro-ethnos would contain ethnic specifics of every 
ethnos present today.”® 

Chlenov, a young Soviet scholar — again his views would be chal- 
lenged by several of his colleagues — has tentatively put forward a 
practical proposal to help the acceptance of the importance of ethnic 
specificity as the object of our studies. Thus, although it is not entirely 
representative of the main opinions, I have found guidance to clues for 
understanding how anthropology”’ can be comprehended as a disci- 
pline in Chlenov’s article: ‘On the internal articulation of ethnographic 
science’ where he suggests alternative ways of classifying information 
in libraries. He gives a humourous account of current library catalogue 
titles devised for this purpose. He maintains that etnografia is not the 
social history of primitive society as has been traditionally thought in 
the USSR, but rather is the study of ethnos in all its manifestations, 
where social history is only relevant when it deals with ethnic speci- 
ficity. He suggests that material should be classified according to new 
indices: 


The specificity of etnografia compared with other social sciences, 
(sociology, history, law, economics and soon) istobe found in its ‘con- 
junctive character’. An ethnos contains many of the same traits as 
human society as a whole. It is well known that it is difficult to trace 
the boundaries between an ethnos and a social group of another char- 
acter. And the various aspects of human society’s existence (social 
organisation, production, law, etc.) are studied by different sciences. 
Accordingly, etnografia is made up of a conglomeration of scientific 
disciplines, each of which is tightly linked to a ‘corresponding’ social 
or natural science and can only be distinguished from it by the speci- 
fics of its subject matter. Before characterising the actual system of 
internal articulation, a few remarks on the terminology used here: it 
seems to me that in Russia the use of the term etnografia has become 
traditional and habitual and there is absolutely no need to substitute 
it with any other term, for example with ‘narodovedenie’ [volkskunde?| 
or ‘ethnology’ or others. As for the internal subdivisions of etnografia, 
there is no [established] tradition yet and so I propose to use the right 
combination of the element ‘ethno-’ with other words to depict the 
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separate components of etnografia: 

1. Ethnology. Subject matter: ethnos as a system in synchrony 
and diachrony. The more general questions concerning the existence 
of anethnos, ethnos philosophy, the relationship between ethnos and 
culture, ethnos theory, ethnos typologies, ethnos origins, the charac- 
ter of ethnic contacts, ethnogenesis, ethnic history. Corresponding 
sciences: history and philosophy. 

2. Ethnosociology. Subject matter: social organisation of the 
ethnos. Social organisation, social control, interrelations of people 
within an ethnos, traditional social structures, legal ethnology, 
political ethnology and so on. Corresponding sciences: sociology, 
law, political science and history. 

3. Ethnoeconomics. Subject matter: the organisation and culture 
of production and its uses within an ethnos. General questions of 
economic ethnology, economy (khozaistvo), material culture. Corres- 
ponding science: economics. 

4. Ethnofolkloristics. Subject matter: ethnic expressions of 
‘spiritual culture’. Way of life [byt], oral folklore, decorative art 
and music folklore, ideas about the world, rudiments of scientific 
knowledge. Corresponding sciences: folkloristics, art and music 
studies. 

5. Ethnolinguistics. Subject matter: language as a means of 
communication within and between ethnoses. Language and ethnic 
thought, ethnosemantics, genetic ethnolinguistics, bilingualism, 
language contacts, politics of language, ethno-onomastics. Corres- 
ponding science: linguistics. 

6. Ethnogeography. Subject matter: the relationship between 
ethnos and geographical environment. Ethnos ecology, ethnodemo- 
graphy, ethnocartography, ethnobotany, ethnozoology. Corresponding 
sciences: geography, demography, ecology and cartography. 

7. Ethnopsychology. Subject matter: stable psychic charac- 
teristics of the ethnos. General questions of ethnopsychology, culture 
and personality, axiology, the ethnography of teaching and edu- 
cation, ethnosexology, the position of unsocial groups within the 
ethnos (youth and the aged), relations between the sexes, attitudes to 
women, etc. Corresponding science: psychology and social psycho- 
logy. [Italics mine. T.D.] 

8. Ethnoreligious studies. Subject matter: ethnic particularities of 
religion. Comparative studies of religious systems, the relationship of 
religion with other characteristics of the ethnos, popular beliefs, 
superstitions, mythology. Corresponding science: religious studies. 

9. Ethnobiology. Subject matter: biological characteristics of the 
ethnos. Physical anthropology of the ethnos, medical anthropology, 
the relationship between an ethnos and race, social and cultural 
aspects of inter-racial relations. Corresponding sciences: physical 

anthropology, medicine and sociology. 

10. Subsidiary disciplines in etnografia; the history of etnografia, 
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ec ceit cdicneanat concep calencentppiacigptaiesiiiiiaaalt 
teaching methods for etnografia, museum work, archive work and 
source studies. 


It is easy to take issue with Chlenov over several components of his 
scheme, in particular numbers seven, eight, and nine, except that he is 
attempting to catalogue material already written as well as that which 
he anticipates in the future. Above all he tends to assume that the ma- 
terial to be classified concerns ethnoses in what he would see as their 
pre-scientific stage. It is true that Soviet anthropologists do accept an 
unquestionable distinction between pre-scientific and scientific ‘modes 
of thought’, and the bulk of excellent Soviet ethnographic field work has 
traditionally been concentrated on issues untypical of modern life. 
Nevertheless, I still am under the impression that the theory of ethnos is 
seen as a means by which Soviet anthropology can successfully claim a 
unique stake in the study of contemporary society. 

As for the particular study of ethnos, ethnicity and ethnic specificity, 
ultimately the difference between the western and Soviet approach is 
perhaps merely a question of emphasis. When trying to untangle the 
frequent confusion of ethnic character and ethnic group, of culture and 
structure, western scholars see ethnic self-awareness as implying a 
cohesive social organisation, whereas on this point the Soviet emphasis 
is often minimal. 

I am intrigued, however, as to whether in simple terms one must as- 
sume that an ethnos is merely some sort of epi-phenomenon where, 
from a particular socio-economic formation, the arrows of causality 
point in one direction only, or whether — more interestingly — there is a 
sense in which an ethnos, or at least some elements of ethnic specificity, 
have a general, ‘paradigmatic’ autonomy. 

In conclusion, I must confess that I have overstated the argument in 
order to be polemical. But this is because I looked forward so greatly to an 
opportunity at the forthcoming conference to learn more from our 
Soviet colleagues who have so much to contribute to enrich our disci- 
pline. 
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1 I have in mind such statements as those of R. Needham, ‘The future of social 
anthropology; disintegration or metamorphosis’, Anniversary Contributions to Anthro- 
pology: Twelve Essays, Leiden, 1971. Banaji, ‘Crisis in British anthropology’, New Left 
Review, 1970, no. 64. Previously published in the Journal of the Anthropological Society of 
Oxford. E. Ardener, ‘The new anthropology and its critics’, MAN, 1971, N.s., vol. 6, no. 
3; also discussions at the decennial meeting of the Association of Social Anthro- 
pologists, 1973, entitled ‘New departures in anthropology’. 

2 E. Gellner, “The Soviet and the savage’, Current Anthropology, 1975, vol. 16, no. 4. 

3 See my comments on E. Gellner in Current Anthropology, 1975, vol. 16, no. 4. 

4 For a fine example of recent philosophy, see Y. Boroday, V.J. Kelle and E. G. 
Plimak, The Principle of Historicism in the Cognition of Social Phenomena, Moscow, 1972 (in 
Russian). 


170 Part III: The distinctiveness of the contemporary world 


5 Yu. V. Bromley, Ethnos and Ethnography, Moscow, 1973, (in Russian). 

6 lam indebted to E. Leach for information. S.M. Shirokogoroff (1887-1939), lec- 
tured in Vladivostok in 1921 and 1922 before leaving the Soviet Union for good, so his 
influence there has been indirect. He published Ethnos, Shanghai, 1923, a book based 
on these lectures. An English version, Ethnical Unit and Milieu, was published in Shang- 
hai, 1924. 

7 Yu. V. Bromley et al. (eds), Contemporary Ethnic Processes in the USSR, Moscow, 1975 
(in Russian). 

8 Ibid. p. 11. 

9 EW. Ardener, ‘Language, ethnicity and population’ in “The population factor in 
African studies’, paper presented to the African Studies Association, 1972, published in 
Studies in Social Anthropology (ed. J. Beattie and Y. Lienhardt), Oxford, 1975, 
pp. 343-53. 

Pio Yu. V. Bromley, ‘Ethnos and the ethnosocial organism’, Ethnologia Slavica, vol. zs, 
Bratislava, 1971 (in Russian). 

11 S.A. Tokarev, ‘The problems of types of ethnic community: notes towards ethno- 
graphic methodology’, Voprosi Filosophii, Moscow, 1964, (in Russian). He revived the 
interest in ‘ethnos’ which was touched on by PI. Kushner as early as 1949, and in the 
early 1950s. 

12 L.N. Gumilev, ‘On the term “ethnos” > Papers of the Geographical Society, Len- 
ingrad, 1966 (in Russian). 

13 Y.V. Bromley, ‘Ethnos and endogamy’, Sovietskaia Etnografia, 1969, no. 9; and the 
discussion on this paper in Sovietskata Etnografia, 1970 (in Russian). 

14 Shirokogoroff, Ethnical Unit and Milieu (in Russian). 

15 Y.V. Bromley (ed.), Soviet Ethnology and Anthropology Today, The Hague, 1974. 

16 Bromley et al. (eds), op. cit., p. 12. 

17 M. Kriukov, Institute of Ethnography, Academy of Sciences, Moscow. 

18 I know ‘culture’ is a term needing a re-think. See Z. Bauman, Culture as Praxis, 
London, 1972. 

19 N. Glazer and D. Moynihan (eds), Ethnicity: Theory and Experience, Harvard Uni- 
versity Press, 1975. 

20 A. Cohen (ed.), Urban Ethnicity, ASA Monograph 12, London, 1974. 

21 D. Parkin ‘Congregational and interpersonal ideologies in political ethnicity’, in 
Cohen (ed.), Urban Ethnicity. 

22 See the position of D. Lane, ‘Ethnic and class stratification in Soviet Kazakhstan, 
1917-1939’, Comparative Studies in History and Society, vol. 17, Cambridge, 1975. 

23 E.W. Ardener in M. Douglas (ed.), Witchcraft: Confessions and Accusations, ASA 
Monograph 9, 1970, p. 156. 

24 Yu.V. Bromley in Papers Presented to the 8th World Congress of Sociology, ‘Toronto, 
1974. 

25 See in particular Papers Presented to the 8th World Congress of Sociology, Toronto, 1974. 
Bromley (ed.), Soviet Ethnology and Anthropology Today. Also, forthcoming, T. Dragadze 
(ed.), Readings in Contemporary Soviet Anthropology, Oxford University Press. 

26 Yu.V. Bromley and V.I. Kozlov, ‘Leninism and ethnic processes in the USSR’, 
Sovietskaia Etnografia, 1970, no. 1 (in Russian). 

27 Etnografia in Russian, not simple to translate. Except in the extract from Chlenov 
I have rendered it throughout as ‘anthropology’ or ‘ethnology’, as appropriate in 
English usage. Etnologia is rendered only as ‘ethnology’. 

28 M.A. Chlenov, ‘On the internal articulation of ethnographic science’, Paper to the 
Moscow branch of the Geographical Soctety, 1973 (in Russian). 
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Ethnic sociology of present-day life 


In the Soviet Union ethnography does not confine itself to archaic soci- 
eties, but also undertakes the study of well-developed urbanised 
nations, of their past and present. When modern urbanised nations 
become the object of research, ethnography, while maintaining a fairly 
broad range, nevertheless restricts its scope, since ethnographers can 
use data concerning the life of these nations drawn from other sciences. 
So they do not need to investigate all the aspects of the life of a nation, as 
specialists in historical ethno-sociology are obliged to do when studying 
archaic nations, or as social anthropologists do in their work. 

But since the ethnical development of a nation is influenced by fac- 
tors other than ethnical (social and economic above all), in its study of 
modern nations ethnography co-operates with other sciences, and 
especially with sociology. This interaction has led to co-operation with 
the two sciences and given rise to such new scientific mixtures as ethno- 
sociology. (In the USSR modern ethno-sociology researches into 
present-day life, as distinct from historical ethno-sociology which 
studies the past.) 

When the object of study is a community possessing not merely 
shared cultural elements, but also socio-economic ones, which makes it 
an ethno-social entity, then ethnographers and sociologists enter a 
common area of research. So ethno-sociology studies the interaction 
and the mechanism of this interrelation of ethnic, social and socio- 
psychological phenomena. 

Socio-economic changes determine not only internal ethnic develop- 
ment, but also influence the ethnic processes stimulated by inter-ethnic 
contacts. The direction of ethnic influence depends largely on the polit- 
ical position, educational level and social structure of the interacting 
nations. Ethno-social processes and their mutual influence are the 
object of ethno-sociological study. 

Ethno-sociology undertakes research into the social structure of 
nations, the impact of social factors on the preservation of cultural 
traditions, the spread of innovations, and inter-ethnic relations. It par- 
ticularly stresses social variety and the socio-economic conditions of the 
functioning of culture. 
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ON —Ee—eeE———— 

Of the two trends that have emerged in ethno-sociological studies, 
one deals with social processes and characteristics in the ethnic en- 
vironments, and the other with ethnic processes in social groups. 
Therefore, while ethnography most frequently undertakes research 
into the separate subsystems of the ethnic organism, such as, for 
instance, rites, interiors and exteriors of houses, food, ethnic features of 
a family, etc., ethno-sociological study is focused on ethno-social pro- 
cesses. It is difficult, consequently, to share the view that all studies of 
ethnic phenomena in present-day life should be regarded as ethno- 
sociological.’ 

Some scholars maintain that ethnology and sociology differ in their 
methods.? But it is common knowledge that the same methods may be 
applied in different sciences. Therefore it would be wrong to describe 
research as sociological or ethnological processing solely from the 
method used. 

The problems studied by Soviet ethno-sociologists are close to those 
examined by social anthropologists and western sociologists dealing 
with ‘ethnic groups’. A classical example of this kind of sociological re- 
search written from the viewpoint of an ‘ethnic group’ is the well-known 
study by Thomas and Znanecki, The Polish Peasant in Europe and America 
(1918). In such cases researchers concentrate on an ethnic group which 
is normally an explicit minority in one or another state. However, in 
contrast with this, ethno-sociology in the Soviet Union gives priority to 
studying large peoples of the Union and Autonomous Soviet Republics. 

In western sociology there are other trends as well. They focus atten- 
tion not on an individual ethnic group but on relations between two or 
more groups. This area of research is often referred to as the sociology of 
racial and ethnic relations. The terms they use are: competition, con- 
flict, accommodation, assimilation and the like. 

In the postwar period western sociologists have turned more to prob- 
lems of discrimination and prejudice. In Racial Cultural Minorities: 
Analysis of Prejudice and Discrimination by Sympson and Inger (3rd ed., 
1965), a very well-known work of this kind, the two approaches, one 
from the viewpoint of social interaction, and the other dealing with 
social problems and with prejudice, are combined. In such studies, * the 
investigation of the social structure of the contacting groups, of cultural 
and historical factors, is pursued with a view to the analysis of inter- 
ethnic relations and intercourse. 

In Soviet ethno-sociology the study of the social structure of peoples 
and their cultural development has a special significance. A change in 
the social and cultural characteristics is examined in order to trace the 
development of the peoples and the directions of socio-ethnic processes. 
The study of relations between groups, of the real inter-ethnic inter- 
course and contacts — attitudes, say, at home, at a factory, an office, and 
in other spheres — is one of the trends of ethno-sociological research in 
the Soviet Union. This trend also borders on psychology. ‘The scholars 
working in this sphere concentrate on bringing out conditions promot- 
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ing the development of friendly relations among nations. This is closely 
linked to the study of the interaction of cultures, since social interests 
and orientations obviously canalise this process. 

The shift of specifically ethnic elements in modern society to the 
sphere of its cultural life accounts for the greater attention paid by 
Soviet scientists to such socio-psychological phenomena and processes 
as ethnic attitudes, orientations, interests and values. This tends to 
broaden the range of questions to be studied by ethno-sociology, which 
brings it nearer to psychology. Recent years have seen an increase of 
interest in such socio-psychological themes as the link of social stratifica- 
tion with the ethnic awareness of peoples, and the cross-fertilisation of 
cultures, etc. It is only natural that, being located at the crossroads of 
ethnography, sociology and psychology, these aspects are viewed as in- 
termediate. 

Although its boundaries are quite relative, the ‘research area’ sub- 
stantially determines its special methodology. The difference between 
ethnographic and sociological research lies in the fact that the ethno- 
graphic approach rests above all on the examination of a single aspect, 
aiming to reveal what is ethnically specific, while the sociological ap- 
proach to the object of research requires that general similarities be 
studied in the first place. The monographic studies of rural areas 
by ethnographers and sociologists are a case in point. The ethnogra- 
phers were interested in the ethnic features of a specific village, while 
the sociologists seek in it a reflection of general phenomena, of some- 
thing that is generally characteristic for members of a socialist farm 
cooperative.° 

Ethno-sociology develops on the borderline of the two sciences, and 
hence must evolve an approach which will ensure the study of that 
which is ethnically specific in close connection with that which is general. 
Ethno-cultural phenomena are viewed by ethno-sociology in con- 
nection with economic, socio-political and psychological phenomena of 
the life of a society. This goes to show that a comprehensive, aggregate 
approach is indispensable for ethno-sociological research. 

True, ethnographers also have in mind the influence of a social 
system as a whole when they describe marriages, birth and burial 
rituals, the habits of people living in cities and in the countryside. The 
tendency toward a comprehensive approach in studying ethnic pro- 
cesses and phenomena does not imply a sharp distinction between 
ethnographic and ethno-sociological research. This approach is sought 
by all specialists, but it is not always possible to achieve it (for instance, 
because of the lack of the required sources, or of their comparability). 
For this reason one will often find an all-round approach in ethno- 
graphy within its own bounds. 

When studying culture, this approach requires, for instance, that all 
its aspects be covered by a given piece of research, while the study of 
those economic and political phenomena which determine cultural de- 
velopment but are outside the cultural sphere is not necessary. For this 
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reason, in the course of ethnographic research into the life of modern 
urbanised peoples, changes in the socio-political system, social struc- 
ture and economic progress are viewed as fundamental elements, but 
are not studied by the ethnographers directly. Ethnographers use 
knowledge accumulated by other special sciences. Herein lies one of the 
differences between ethnographic and ethno-sociological research, for 
the latter takes the economic, social, psychological and, of course, 
ethnic phenomena in the life of nations as the direct objects of study. 
Each of these phenomena is examined in close relationship with all the 
others, and the very mechanism of this relationship is studied. This is 
achieved through a comprehensive approach involving several sciences. 

Ethnic sociology requires that ethnic, social, economic and psycho- 
logical phenomena should be recorded in a way which would allow 
scientists to regard them in close correlation and within the limits of a 
clearly defined object. 

Such a comprehensive approach in ethno-sociological research is 
already adopted at the stage when a research programme is being 
drawn up, when questionnaires, interviews and plans for observation 
are being prepared, and statistical and other clerical documents are 
being selected to ensure the objectivity of information. For instance, 
during the ethno-sociological investigation conducted in the rural areas 
of the Tatar Autonomous Republic, Moldavia, Georgia, Estonia, 
Uzbekistan and the Russian Federation, so-called ‘passports’ were 
made for the countryside in the regions where field interviews were 
taken. This was done so as to combine the socio-psychological infor- 
mation concerning people’s opinion and behaviour with information 
concerning the field of their activity. Recorded in those ‘passports’ were 
data on the economic situation on collective farms, on material and cul- 
tural conditions of life and other factors of the environment which, 
when processed in a computer, were tied in with the data registered in 
the questionnaires.® In other cases the necessary objective data on the 
environment were recorded in the questionnaires so that they could be 
compared directly with the views and estimates given by the subjects. 

In ethnography it is permissible to establish the composition of a 
population on the basis of the statistical data and through information 
provided by questionnaires, while the rites, customs, folk poetry and 
other aspects are studied on the basis of the information obtained from 
the people interviewed. In ethno-sociology, on the other hand, mass 
processes are analysed. In this case research is focused on the partici- 
pation of specific groups of the population in folk arts and crafts, in 
ritual behaviour, etc. Participation in feasts and one or another tra- 
ditional manner of behaviour is examined in combination with the 
socio-cultural characteristics of groups of people and the specifics of 
their social environment. 

Ethno-sociological researchers take into consideration both the 
general social conditions of a macro-environment and the specific 
conditions of a micro-environment. For this reason some or other 
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ethno-social interactions are analysed in cities and villages with differ- 
ent levels of urbanisation, in a concrete social environment and in 
various types of situations (for instance, a situation of social changes or 
stability, of long-established or recent inter-ethnic contacts, their char- 
acter, etc.). This methodological approach leads to a situation in which 
the conclusions and hypotheses in ethno-sociological research are often 
formulated in a manner consonant with probability theory. For 
instance, direct contacts promote ethnic relations between persons, 
provided there is mutual interest, and provided interaction among 
ethnic groups is durable enough.’ 

Both the ethnographer and sociologist always bear in mind that the 
common elements to be examined undergo change with time. There- 
fore an historical approach is applied in studying them. Besides, in 
ethno-sociology the changes are always registered in a quantitatively 
definite form, making it possible to forecast processes. 

The forecasting of phenomena and processes is also facilitated by the 
study of an ethnic attitude in different age-groups, the approach to 
various ethnic distinctive traits in material and intellectual culture, and 
to diverse norms of behaviour. For example, a questionnaire asks in 
what manner a person’s wedding party was held and what kind of wed- 
ding he would like his children to have; or whether a person wears 
national costume and wants to see it available at large. Although it is 
known that in various situations men’s actions often diverge from their 
expressed views, they none-the-less reflect possible changes. 

The developmental trends are further identified by studying quali- 
tative changes in growing social groups. Here is a simple example of 
this: a growth of the urban population in an ethnic environment will ob- 
viously bring about a unification in the material culture of a nation. 

In ethno-sociological studies, analysis is conducted on the basis of 
various sources: statistical data, documents provided by government 
offices and public organisations, observation, etc., with public opinion 
polls normally being the main source. More often than not the polls are 
carried out in accordance with a standard programme, and more rarely 
they are based on open-ended interviews. During the polls the indi- 
vidual is a source of information. In archaic societies one or another 
person or a small group of persons could have a fairly true picture of 
what was common among them all, whereas this is not the case with 
advanced and socially differentiated peoples. The individual is not only 
a representative of an ethnic community, but also of a social group. In 
modern society, which is socially differentiated, age difference, too, is of 
great significance. Hence opinion polls are held on a mass scale and 
thus become representative. 

In this way ethnic sociology, like sociology in general, is concerned 
with the individual qualities of a person (such as his capability for com- 
prehension, communication and other similar qualities that may interest 
a psychologist), but in their typical aspects: social, professional and 
demographic traits, including those which are characteristic of a 
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ese. 
person as a member of an ethnic group. Hence in studying an indi- 
vidual there also arises a special aspect, namely, that of the individual 
in interaction with other members of the ethnic community. 

The methodological premise of research into intra-ethnic and inter- 
ethnic orientations and into the behaviour of the individual is the notion 
that the individual is in interaction with his environment in which some 
cultural values or other are predominant, and that they are influenced 
by a specific situation. 

Thus the changing attitude to the elements of material and intel- 
lectual culture reflects their transformation in the life of society. 

Since it is the mass processes which are studied by ethno-sociology, 
they are analysed through statistical regularities. Recently ethnographers 
have been making use of statistical descriptions and questionnaires 
which were sometimes processed by computers. So the use of 
quantitative methods does not necessarily mean that a given research 
should be regarded as ethno-sociological. Likewise the use of some or 
other methods of research, such as, for instance, an opinion poll or ob- 
servation, still allow one to class a study as either ethno-sociology or 
ethnography. Only the subject as a whole, the methodological ap- 
proach, and the methods of research in combination with the technique 
ensuring the required professional level of a research, can enable one to 
determine whether a research is ethnographic or ethno-sociological. 
But we do not at all insist on such a strict delimitation. All that is pro- 
fessionally necessary, and is most important in a research, is an 
adequate reflection of real life. 

In the past decade representative ethno-sociological investigation 
has been carried out in the USSR among such large peoples as Geor- 
gians, Uzbeks, Moldavians, Estonians and Tatars, and also among the 
Russians living in some areas of the Russian Federation and in the re- 
publics of the peoples listed above. This investigation was conducted in 
accordance with the programme called ‘Optimisation of socio-cultural 
conditions for development and for bringing the Soviet peoples closer 
together’ (research was headed by Yu.V. Arutyunyan); furthermore, a 
research that was close to ethno-sociology was carried out among 
Udmurts and Mordovians (supervised by V.V. Pimenov).* 

The first results of ethno-sociological studies were published in the 
book, The Social and the National (Moscow, 1973, in Russian), and a 
number of articles. The research conducted in the Tatar Republic, 
representative for the Tatar and Russian population, was in its way ex- 
perimental. Later its programme was extended? and researches were 
carried out in the various Union Republics. 

As has been stated, ethno-sociological research was conducted in two 
inter-related directions. In one of them comparative analysis made it 
possible to determine the influence of ethnic distinctive traits on social 
processes and phenomena; the other determined the dependence of 
ethnic changes on social factors. 

These ethno-sociological studies have considerably extended our 
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knowledge of modern nations, including their culture, social pattern 
and way of life. Previously the proportion of workers, farmers and intel- 
lectuals in a nation could be established on the basis of sociological 
data. Now there is a possibility of showing their internal composition, 
the professional and educational level of different strata of the popula- 
tion, and of their social and cultural needs and interests. 

The research has also made it possible to bring out the significance of 
various strata-forming factors for socialist nations today. Thus the the- 
oretical elaboration and practical investigation of such factors as the 
nature of work, and the role of the individual in the organisation of 
labour, have revealed their most essential significance for the distinc- 
tions between industrial workers and intellectuals and, inside these 
categories, between various groups according to their professional level 
and function. 

The study of this problem also had its ethnic aspect. The internal 
proportions of the socio-ethnic groups of the Soviet Union have a steady 
tendency to approach the same level, which reflects the process in 
which the levels of their economic and cultural development are draw- 
ing closer to one another. However, because of the specialisation and 
co-operation of the national economies of the constituent republics, 
and also because of historical traditions, the proportion of the rural 
population, and in particular of collective farmers, will also continue to 
be of considerable size in the future. Therefore the increasing simila- 
rity between the socio-class groups, caused by the growth of skilled 
and educated strata, is of great significance for overcoming the existing 
differences in the social pattern of diverse peoples. The ethno-sociological 
investigations have shown that the professional and educational 
level tends to rise among the rural population, among collective 
farmers, and especially among young people. This points to an 
important direction in the convergence in the socio-class pattern of 
nations. Not only are the proportions of the socio-class groups becom- 
ing more similar in the Soviet Union, but also, as was confirmed by 
concrete studies, the differences between them are disappearing as 
their professional and educational levels even out. 

The research undertaken in Moldavia has shown, for instance, that 
Moldavian and Russian young people within the age-group twenty 
to twenty-four have the same professional level, while among those who 
are in their forties the level is twice as high for Russians.'° 

Ethno-sociological studies have shown the significance of the factors 
determining social mobility among Soviet nations, education being 
the most effective channel of social advancement. The Soviet state has 
provided conditions for eliminating the social and cultural back- 
wardness of nations. Ethnic sociologists have recorded instances of 
accelerated social mobility, such as the mobility of Tatars, Moldavians 
and Uzbeks in comparison with Russians. Under present-day con- 
ditions, however, nationality has no substantial influence on the 
socio-professional position of a person. 
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High social mobility affects ethnic changes. Research in the repub- 
lics mentioned above has shown that in the growing groups of the 
population, where the professional level keeps rising, forms of culture 
appear to be the most integrated; their interest in the literature and art 
of other nations is greater. But it would be an oversimplification to be- 
lieve that ethnic distinctiveness is on the wane. 

The mobile strata, above all the recent village dwellers who arrived in 
cities, have not only adapted themselves to the new environment but 
have also carried folk traditions along with them, adding a new ethnic 
dimension to the urban environment. Thus, the study of the cultural 
characteristics of social groups often helps one to look into the nature 
of ethnic changes. 

In the cultural sphere, ethno-sociological studies have made it pos- 
sible to discern the changes in the orientations toward professional 
and folk cultures, toward the ethnically original and integrated 
forms, or the forms existing in other nationalities. The functioning of 
culture was studied in various socio-professional groups. This has 
enabled scholars to show interaction between cultures. 

Among Tatars, Moldavians, Georgians, Estonians and Russians 
living together in the national republics, one generalisation is valid 
today: there is more in common in the culture of the people who are 
of different nationalities but are in one social group, than among dif- 
ferent social groups of one nationality. Cultural similarity is more 
obvious on the educational level, in the extent to which various 
ethnic groups are informed in scientific and socio-political spheres. 
The distinctive elements are retained more in the perception of 
emotionally-coloured cultural information, and in the norms and man- 
ners of social intercourse. 

It has been proved by using mass data that the cross-fertilisation of 
cultures is most vigorous in professional spheres. The more advanced a 
professional culture is, the more it is capable of mutual penetration. 
The folk arts and folklore are less susceptible to mutual borrowings. 

The folk traditional forms, including customs and rites, are retained 
in the versions which are in keeping with present-day norms of the life of 
society. For instance among Georgians, Moldavians and Uzbeks, the 
love of folk songs and dances happily co-exists with their interest in 
music hall songs, or symphony music and ballet. (Sixty to eighty per 
cent of those polled in the three republics have said they are keen on folk 
dances and music.) 

At the same time the customs that used strictly to regulate men’s be- 
haviour are dying out. This process is more active in the groups whose 
professional and educational level is the highest. The disappearance of 
the traditional norms of behaviour associated with religion is proceed- 
ing especially fast with the rise in the professional skills. 

Ethno-sociological studies in general have shown on a broader scale 
the norms, values and orientations in life among the nationalities of the 
Soviet Union. This area of research which borders on psychology is now 
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attracting great interest. 

The family is known to play a considerable role in the transmission of 
cultural traditions to the next generation. Ethno-sociological studies 
have notably extended the range of questions about the family pre- 
viously investigated by ethnographers. Further aspects are considered 
today when studying the social and cultural characteristics of the 
family and the social status, educational level and cultural interests of 
the family members; also the influence of these characteristics on the 
relationships in the family, the number of children born to it, and the 
change of traditions in the bringing up of children. The social advance- 
ment of the husband and wife and their children’s careers are analysed, 
and the psychological climate of the family is examined. 

Special attention is given to mixed families, to their growing number 
in view of the theoretical probability of mixed marriages in an ethnic 
community and the self-identification, in ethnic terms, of the juveniles 
of these families.!! The study of inter-ethnic relations as relations be- 
tween ethnic groups is one of the aspects of ethno-sociological research, 
as we have mentioned above. These relations are studied through the 
analysis of the concrete actions of men and through their attitudes and 
orientations. 

Here, as the empirical investigations have shown, the socio-political 
conditions of contacts are of decisive significance. The socio-cultural, 
historical, individual and situational factors determining inter-ethnic 
relations are studied in concrete terms. The research has shown with 
quantitative precision that the favourable, friendly type of inter-ethnic 
relations is predominant. 

The attitude to various types of contacts — business, neighbourly, 
family and friendly —is, according to ethno-sociological research, influ- 
enced amongst different peoples of the USSR both by general and 
specific factors. Thus, the attitude to mixed (inter-ethnic) marriages is 
precisely determined by cultural factors, while the attitude to pro- 
duction and business contacts is determined by social and professional 
interests and situational factors. There is a certain connection between 
the attitudes toward various forms of social intercourse. But it is not so 
rigid as to ensure that the attitude to the closer kinds of contacts (as 
those in a family) automatically entails a similar attitude to any other 
contacts. (The so-called Bogardus gradation of social distance is based 
on the assumption that such a direct dependence does exist.) 

This is probably explained by the fact that friendly and favourable 
attitudes are most widespread in the inter-ethnic relationships in the 
USSR (for instance, such attitudes were observed among eighty to 
ninety per cent of the largest groups of Moldavians, Tatars and 
Russians living in Tataria and Moldavia).'? A considerable part of the 
population is neutral to contacts with other nationalities. Therefore, a 
negative attitude of some people to one or another type of contact is 
very rare and does not conform to the favourable attitudes to other 
types of contact. 
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Ethno-sociological studies have also shown that attitudes to inter- 
ethnic intercourse and to national culture are influenced by diverse 
factors. 


NOTES 
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T. SHANIN 


The conceptual reappearance of peasantry in 
Anglo-Saxon social science 


One of the most interesting manifestations of human thought is the way 
concepts and problems appear and disappear in the public eye and in 
the scholar’s mind. That seems particularly true within the social sci- 
ences. The unfolding reality and its contradictions — the stuff human 
biographies and social history are made of — doubtless provide a deter- 
minant of it. Yet that is not all, for human consciousness and thought 
are not simply reflections of ‘the objective’, but display complex and 
partly-autonomous characteristics of their own. Those include the rich 
texture of ‘meanings and designs and communications. . . symbols. . . 
manipulative interpretations ... (which) stand ... between con- 
sciousness and existence’.! Furthermore, specific items of thought are 
embedded in general Weltanschauung, categories and theoretical stands, 
conscious and unconscious as they may be and linked in turn in mutual 
interdependence with the collective experience. 

The study of peasant societies within ‘western’ scholarship is a case 
in point. As in conjuror’s tricks or hairdressing fashions, tendencies 
have appeared, disappeared and reappeared again. The underlying 
reasons for this chequered intellectual history is neither frivolous nor 
accidental. To understand it is to learn something about the history 
and political economy of the world at large as well as about the way 
ideologies work and change. 


Now you see it, now you don’t 


The crucial historical experience which has influenced collective con- 
sciousness the world over has been that of the industrial revolution and 
the establishment of a world-wide system of capitalist political econ- 
omy. Whatever its origins and causes, still under debate, the results 
envelop us all, colouring perception, determining plausible taxono- 
mies, weighing heavily on knowledge. It was linked directly with a 
general outlook which assumed and preached the unilinear, necessary, 
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never ending and positive ‘progress’ of humanity from barbarism to 
true civilisation — which was more or less synonymous with advanced 
science and technology. Large-scale, mechanised mass-production was 
taken as necessarily advantageous and so was accumulation of capital, 
urban life and formal education. In our field of interest, the results of all 
this differed in different regions. A three-fold division can be clearly 
spotted between countries at the core of industrialisation/capitalism 
processes, their class periphery to the East, and the colonial or semi- 
colonial countries.” 

During the five decades divided by the beginning of the twentieth 
century the mainstream of thought within the capitalist ‘core’ equated 
peasant economy and society with ‘our’ past and with backwardness of 
less developed and less fortunate ‘others’, to be eradicated as soon as 
possible. Specificity of peasant social structure, economy, behaviour 
was discarded altogether or else defined as cultural inertia and/or pre- 
judice. Rural sociology first flourished in the USA. It was first taught 
at Chicago University in 1892. In 1917 a section of rural sociology was 
established within the American Sociological Association. It aimed at 
the maximisation of the profits of a capitalist farmer/entrepreneur and 
at the ironing out of patches of ‘backwardness’ still evident in the 
countryside. So did its counterpart within agrarian economics. Con- 
ceptually, both in scholarly and popular images, peasant communities 
came to play the implicit role of the opposing pole, counterpart and at 
times ‘bogeyman’ to those communities which were modern, advanced 
and successful within dualistic societal taxonomies. Even the word 
‘peasant’ was disappearing from usage or else was used as an abuse sig- 
nifying crassness, illiteracy and stupidity. 

The sidelines of this prevailing view came to reflect the beginnings of 
disenchantment with the ‘new world’. On the one hand, a variety of 
reactionary ideologies came to exult in the virtues of peasantry, from 
poetic expressions of belief in joys of natural living to fears of the 
German and French general staff of losing a pool of healthy and stupid 
army recruits. More seriously, the social critics of capitalism from de 
Tocqueville onwards have generated some light from peasant/non- 
peasant comparison, pin-pointing some lost qualities within modern 
life, or else, like Durkheim, have considered the possibilities of recap- 
turing some of these qualities for contemporary use within a process of 
‘social engineering’. 

The centre of systematic studies of peasantry was during this period 
firmly placed in Central and Eastern Europe. In those countries a highly 
sophisticated intelligentsia politically committed to nationalism and/ 
or liberalism and/or populism and/or socialism was faced with a mas- 
sive peasantry — the poorest and most oppressed segment of its nations. 
The ideologies and politics of the struggle for modernisation and/or 
democracy and/or justice necessarily related to the peasant majorities 
in those societies, both the major object and the possible carrier of 
change or else the main bottle-neck of any advance. On the eve of the 
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First World War the intellectual and political attempts to look at and 
activate peasantries were often matched by the peasants’ own efforts 
to establish viable political movements in defence of their own political 
interests, e.g. in Poland, Rumania, Bulgaria, Denmark, etc. All this 
resulted in a flourishing of studies of peasantry on both the empirical 
and theoretical levels. Works like those by Kautsky or David in Ger- 
many, Boyer in Austria, Chuprov, Lenin and Chernenkov in Russia, 
and Znaniecki in Poland, or, on the more empirical level, Russian 
budget studies of peasant households or Polish studies of peasant corre- 
spondence, are still relevant and often in many respects unsurpassed. A 
variety of disciplines shared in this: sociology, ethnography, economics, 
history, etc. Nor was it merely an extension of prevailing disci- 
plinary models, theories and methods, for much of it assumed, 
delineated and analysed the peasantry as a social entity and attempted 
to build the theoretical tools necessary for this task. 

Within ‘the third region’ of colonial and semi-colonial countries 
‘western’ domination was reflected in the growth of anthropology as a 
discipline specifically devoted to the primitive, small scale and exotic, if 
not bizarre. A basic conceptual dualism between West and East, with an 
underlying connotation of advanced as opposed to backward or even 
good or ‘as-it-should-be’ versus bad and ‘to-be-overcome’, led to 
concentration on the ‘primitives’, i.e. the temporarily or eternally back- 
ward. The ideological support of colonial rule implicit in it or even 
explicitly offered, was answered especially in the twentieth century by 
‘native’ literature of protest often concerned with peasant life and 
conditions.’ The work of a few liberal scholars within the colonial estab- 
lishment has aimed at similar issues.* While often very illuminating, it 
suffered badly from the limited, unstructured and particular character 
of the relevant sources, part and parcel of the way the educational and 
research world-system was organised, centred and controlled. 

It is the character of the increasingly global scholarly establishment 
which determined the place of peasant research within its central 
Anglo-Saxon component. On the one hand, the disregard of specific 
studies of peasantry in the West was partly mitigated by the cross- 
fertilisation of Central and East European perspectives with the works 
of Thomas and Znaniecki, Lenin, and Sorokin acting as bridges, and as 
accepted classics of sociological and economic thought (Chayanov and 
Prokopovich’s work caused a similar effect in Germany).’ On the other 
hand, such organisation of study accepted a hierarchy of importance 
and assumed necessary direction of development by which, in 
Plekhanov’s remarkable phrase, ‘peasantry did not exist, historically 
speaking’. To be forward-looking and progressive was to assign con- 
cern with peasants to the past, the transient, and the irrelevant. The 
alternative was to denounce them as cruel barbarians who block the ad- 
vance of well-being and humanism; this gave a strong emotional charge 
to the issue. 

This was behind the nearly total silence concerning peasants which 


184 Part III: The distinctiveness of the contemporary world 


eee eee 
commenced at the end of the 1920s and continued for about three dec- 
ades. The West entered an economic crisis and then a world war. As 
usual, crisis bred self-centredness which makes ‘fringes’ disappear. In 
Germany and in Eastern Europe, the rapid spread of nationalist ideo- 
logies and dictatorships led to the oppression both of peasant political 
movements and of radical social sciences mainly concerned with social 
underdogs. Pro-peasant reactionary rhetoric was increasingly used 
instead of studies of peasantry, as well as all sorts of social critiques. In 
the USSR collectivisation has both abolished the very subject matter of 
small-holder economy and destroyed or restricted the most brilliant of 
its students, Marxist and non-Marxist alike. As usual, studies in colon- 
ies and semi-colonies faithfully reflected metropolitan social sciences or 
else were closely controlled and repressed. With few exceptions® the 
scholarly field of peasant studies passed rapidly into oblivion. 

Looking back it seems clear that by the 1950s the main factors which 
eventually led to a major upswing of peasant studies were already pres- 
ent or surfacing. Yet the awareness of them was lagging. The analysts of 
industrial societies were happily experimenting with development 
theories of planning, econometrics, functions of further advance and 
new technologies of computing. The non-industrial societies were 
optimistically tackling the task of joining the ‘industrial’ club. The 
Anglo-Saxon modernisation theories repeated on a somewhat more 
sophisticated level the basic beliefs of its evolutionist predecessors of 
half a century ago: the necessity for everybody was rapid unilinear and 
positive advance from barbarism to civilisation — envisaged as indus- 
trial capitalist society — with the possible addition of the components of 
a welfare state. In this context, peasantry has indeed not existed or else 
has existed as a marginal nuisance, spontaneously disappearing or to 
be finally removed from the scene by state institutions, education, etc. 
The few critics of ‘modernisation theory’ were usually disregarded as 
eccentrics as were the still very few academics who began the initial 
slow rehabilitation of specific concepts and terminologies concerning 
peasant studies.’ 


Back into the scholar’s eye 


The Anglo-Saxon academic literature of the 1960s has experienced a 
virtual explosion of studies devoted to peasantry. Both the term and its 
scholarly content were suddenly revitalised. A virtual flood of articles 
and books was supplemented by a mounting ‘consumer pressure’ of 
scholars and students which brought dozens of seminars and confer- 
ences into being. The actual interests and potential results are probably 
even greater than the remarkable list of new publications indicates, for 
figures of publications and numbers of new students coming into the 
field are still on the increase. Even the politicians seemed to join the 
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stampede, led by Ministers of State urgently gathering in Rome in 1975 
to discuss ‘world hunger’ while the chief of The International Bank was 
defining the problem of ‘world poverty’ as revolving primarily around 
the economics of ‘the millions of small subsistence farms’ which meant 
the need ‘to redefine the objective and measurement of development’.® 
This all raises the questions of ‘why ?’, ‘what?’ and ‘so what?’ concern- 
ing this shift of scholars’ attention. 

Before turning to the content and significance of this particular re- 
naissance of concern with peasantry, let us say something about the 
roots of its re-appearance. These seem to reflect the collapse of ‘mod- 
ernisation’ both as a policy and a theory explaining the contemporary 
world, along with a number of other developments both of a political 
and conceptual nature. 

‘Not so long ago the earth numbered 2,000,000,000 inhabitants: 
500,000,000 men and 1,500,000,000 natives. The former had the Word, 
the others had the use of it.’® Sartre’s pronouncement took its dramatic 
force from the real enough drama of colonialism and its rapid disinte- 
gration. It was closely followed by a not less shattering discovery that, 
in some essentials, colonialism is very much still with us, part of a world 
suddenly enlarged by increasingly global politics, economics and 
communications. All this provides the setting for the conceptual re- 
appearance of peasantry in our times. 

By 1960 it became painfully clear that developing societies do 
not ‘catch up’ with industrial ones — the gap was widening. Nor 
were these societies simply proceeding along the path of those 
who did it already. Franks’ phrase ‘the development of underde- 
velopment’ grasped it neatly — it was not simply backwardness 
and slowness in ‘take off’ but something different in character, 
unexpected and disagreeable, shattering political structures and 
optimistic modernisation theories alike. Not only in a relative but in 
an absolute sense, poverty has been spreading in sections of the world 
population depicted by scholars as mainly rural, small-holding, vil- 
lage-bound, family-farming: in a word, peasant. New awareness of 
numbers and trends began to come to the surface. For example, the 
share of peasants within the Mexican population was decreasing but 
their actual numbers are today larger than at the beginning of the cen- 
tury and continue to rise. Indeed, Brazil'® has been undergoing virtual 
‘repeasantation’ in some of its regions as part of the rapid capitalist ad- 
vance of the society as a whole. The collapse of simple technological 
solutions based on ‘more and more’, the fact that the green revolution 
could simultaneously increase production of food-stuffs and lead to 
increasing hunger of the peasant majority, placed the stress again on 
social and political structures rather than technologies.'! Nor did the 
political or military strategists fare much better than the sociologists 
and economists of the modernisation school. Chinese peasants were 
manifestly producing something socially different from rapid indus- 
trialisation and urbanisation, without a drop in standards of living and 
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See 
with marked political devotion. The Vietnamese peasants proved ‘his- 
torically existent’ to the point of making history — the first power to 
achieve the impossible by defeating the USA militarily and politically. 
Peasants stubbornly refused to fit concepts and predictions. 

A variety of ‘dependency theories’ has recently entered the breach 
left by the collapse of ‘modernisation’ perspectives as a new accepted 
vogue, to claim that exploitation on a world scale is at the root of the 
‘underdevelopment’.!? They claim multi-directionality of development 
determined by inequalities within the world society. Capitalism did 
not simply turn everything it touched into its own image, but rather 
stabilised, reproduced or even produced anew non-capitalist social 
structures. Nor was simple parallel development enough of an expla- 
nation — the global interdependence came into focus. Industrialisation 
in the core countries could, at least in principle, stabilise some basic 
peasant characteristics of a majority of mankind. The exceptional 
significance of studies of peasantry, not only past but present, was theor- 
etically clinched by Barrington Moore’s claim that the way the 
peasantry disappears makes a decisive impact on a society’s subse- 
quent development.!® The character of peasantry and its social setting 
seems crucial even to the future of post-peasant societies. 


Concepts and blinds 


The conceptual content of the re-appearance of peasants as an issue of 
primary and long-term importance within the social sciences reflects 
three basic sub-problems: the definition and the delineation of the 
phenomenon, the claim to its specificity and its disciplinary setting. 
There are two major ways to make peasantry disappear, by defini- 
tion or, more exactly, by the lack of one. Firstly, it may result from 
adopting a taxonomy of societies which make peasants fall into a mixed 
bag or into a residual category, together with pastoral nomads, 
traditional merchants, non-Christian priests and oriental gentry, undi- 
vided and conceptually indivisible. The second is to focus attention on 
heterogeneity or changeability of the peasant societies, concluding 
thereby that any generalisation about them is spurious or misleading. 
The developments in the theoretical stand of a large majority of 
American anthropologists can be used here as a relevant example. On 
the one hand the empiricist tendency has been rife, focussing speci- 
fically ona single village or tribe ‘of one’s own’. Endless specifications of 
detail were often misconstrued as proof of the necessity of method- 
ological nominalism. Simultaneously, basic taxonomy of ‘modern 
versus primitive’ was often adopted with a clear undertone of ‘us versus 
them’ and with the disciplinary assignment of ‘them’ to anthropology. 
A small tribe or a tribal village was then accepted explicitly, or implicitly, 
as the basic archetype of what is to be studied. Peasants have subse- 
quently disappeared as an analytically definable entity into the general 
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category of ‘backward’ or else into the residue of those who do not quite 
fit either of the polarities assumed. 

The ability of a conceptual framework to focus as well as to disperse 
attention can be amply demonstrated here. A conceptual re-tooling 
was directly related and mutually determined with the current regener- 
ation of the interest in peasants. These conceptual changes took shape 
ina two-pronged way, closely related to the works of Redfield and Wolf 
respectively. Redfield has found both the accepted taxonomic dualism 
and the consequent definition of anthropologists’ tasks as relating 
exclusively to ‘folk-communities’ increasingly restrictive and disorientat- 
ing in relation to peasants. His solution was to try and develop an 
earlier cryptic remark by Krober, who defined peasantry as ‘part soci- 
eties with part culture’. The restrictive dualistic taxonomy was thereby 
opened up into a tripartite or a three-stage conceptualisation within 
which every society progressed from a ‘folk-community’ (autonomous, 
self-centred and of ‘mechanical solidarity’ to use the Durkheimian 
notion) to a modern society (necessarily inter-dependent and of 
‘organic solidarity’), via a third type, or stage, defined by the necessary 
relation between rural segments and an urban centre, the second ‘socie- 
tal half’? focussing political power and formal (written) culture.'* 
Peasantry as a social entity was structurally defined by the character of its 
relation to the urbanites and delineated thereby from other inhabitants 
of the pre-industrial and pre-capitalist societies. The historicity and 
heterogeneity of peasant societies were partly provided for in Redfield’s 
discussion of ‘peasants on the make’ and peasants’ ‘conceptual edge’.'® 

On the other hand, Wolf has dropped altogether the formal dualism 
of cultures as the starting point of the definition of peasants and turned 
to the content of peasant economy and societal life.'® Specific agricul- 
tural production, and the way of living attached to it, was used as the 
basic way to delineate the entity under investigation. Its diversity and 
basic dynamics were consequently conceptualised by the analysis of 
agricultural eco-types as well as the content of its societal setting and 
participation in market economy.’” 

Turning from the example to the general characteristics of the 
conceptual field, there seemed to be four major, partly over-lapping, tra- 
ditions in operation. First, peasants were approached as the productive 
and oppressed majority at the historical stage directly preceding capi- 
talism (feudal?) or its remnants in the contemporary world. Secondly, 
peasants were defined in terms of a cultural lag, i.e. as representatives of 
patterns of consciousness typical of earlier national traditions. Thirdly, 
peasants were defined in terms of a specific economy rooted in either 
particular agriculture or in the way the family-farm unit of production 
operates, or both. Fourthly, Redfield’s and some other definitions 
placed peasants in relation to the basic societal dualism suggested by 
Durkheim, Ténnies and Maine, etc. Each of these approaches focusses 
on specific aspects of peasant social life, and, whilst illuminating them, 
obscures other aspects. The growing awareness of the limitation inhe- 
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epee NLR A 
rent in each single approach explains the growth of attempts to com- 
bine these various viewpoints. These integrations of diverse theoretical 
tendencies are sometimes consistent and sometimes merely eclectic.'® 


The issue of specificity and academic disciplines 


Whichever definition is adopted, the conceptual significance of peasantry 
as a problematic is rooted in the approach adopted to the under- 
lying issue of the specificity of peasant economy and society. It goes 
without saying that peasants differ in different societies, regions, vil- 
lages and households and that such an assumption does not challenge, 
as such, the possibility or need for relevant,generalisations. Also, typi- 
cal characteristics of peasantry change in time. (So does the character 
of other social entities — characterisation and typification are not evi- 
dence of stagnation but tools of analysis and yardsticks of processes.) If 
peasant social structures do not consistently differ from others or 
cannot be meaningfully delineated as such, two things would follow. 

First, all one can hope to achieve is to collect and classify additional 
data reflecting various areas, periods and samples. No significant 
theoretical advance is possible or necessary here, for theoretical tools 
developed elsewhere can be put to use more or less directly, e.g. 
neo-classical economics or sociological studies of mobility within urban 
society. 

Secondly, the wave of peasant studies and publications is to be 
treated partly as an answer to pragmatic needs of governments, other- 
wise as an intellectual fashion due to subside, but not as a conquest of 
new conceptual fields. 

On the other hand, should the conceptual specificity of peasants be 
accepted, the importance of the recent advance increases. This has 
been indeed the approach of the most significant recent writings, which 
describe ‘vertical segmentation’ as a specific characteristic of political 
action, and strategies of the use of family labour defying narrowly econ- 
omic rationales, etc. provide examples of application of such a general 
attitude. The first publications in English of two earlier classics were 
particularly significant here: Marx’s Grundrisse and Chayanov’s The 
Theory of Peasant Economy.'® It is in the attempts to develop, often to 
integrate and to relate these theoretical approaches to more recent empiri- 
cal findings, that recent studies of peasantry have made their most 
significant theoretical advance. 

Closely related to the discussion of the present specificity have been 
the linked issues of the disintegration of peasantry and the possible 
dynamics of its stabilisation or even reappearance. During the last 
generation ‘depeasantation’ proceeded along two major channels: spon- 
taneous and state-directed. The spread of market relations concerning 
goods and labour, and the penetration and unification of rural areas by 
both state bureaucracies and mass media, have played here a major 
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role. Structural aspects of inequality within urban/rural relations, 
as expressed in the extraction of surplus, cultural hegemony and polit- 
ical domination have been increasingly studied during the last five 
years. Linked with this is the growing problem of evaluation of the 
short-term and long-term results of agrarian reforms introduced by 
numerous governments and aiming at diverse and often contradictory 
ends such as production increase, providing the needs of indus- 
trialisation, social equality, and justice. A ‘no specificity’ stand makes 
all those issues theoretically vague, to be referred to only in quantitative 
terms. 

Finally, the issue of the specificity of peasant social structure and its 
studies is linked to the disciplinary framework of analysis and the way 
the academic community operates. Through the media of conferences, 
journals, university departments, and appointment and promotions 
procedures, disciplinary theoretical ‘paradigms’ are established and 
reinforced. These include a variety of theoretical assumptions and ways 
of questioning as well as basic archetypes of the relevant data (or what 
is considered to be such data). At least four major disciplines have been 
involved in the recent studies of peasantry in the Anglo-Saxon countries: 
economics, sociology, anthropology and history. A possible com- 
ponent of the theoretical difficulties encountered is the fact that in each 
of those disciplines within the Anglo-Saxon realm, the traditionally es- 
tablished starting point and archetypal data are ‘off’ the contemporary 
peasantries as we know them. Be it large scale capital enterprise or a 
national economy for the economists, a successful capitalist farmer to 
the rural sociologists, a small tribal community to the anthropologists 
or societal past to the historians — concepts and theories are badly 
stretched in encompassing the phenomenon. To an extent difficulties 
which follow have resulted in attempts to solve such problems by a 
multi-disciplinary approach, combining for example anthropologists 
and economists in research and training,?° which until now did not 
make much headway. * 


Where to? 


Can one predict, or extrapolate from this, future trends and tendencies 
described above? There is of course no simple solution there. Should 
the recent wave of interest in peasantry be simply representative of the 
severity of a social problem, the issue of peasant poverty and therefore 
the exposition and analysis of peasantry is probably with us to stay. 
Should it be treated simply as a fashion, the wave of interest would 
necessarily be followed by a turning away of its exponents from a stud- 
ied and trivialised subject to something ‘fresh’ and ‘new’. Both the 
pressure of social problems and fashionable tendencies play their role, 
but two other determinants seem more central. Firstly, the political 
context of the issue, usually not the politics of peasantry but rather the 
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pie 
politics of those who try to handle peasants, defined ‘the field’. More 
broadly, that has to do with the relations between the ‘third world’ and 
the other two. Secondly, it is the way the issue of specificity of ‘the field’, 
which is set within the conceptual realm of academic convention 
(which calls in turn for further explanation) has been playing a major 
role. 

Whatever the future, the renaissance of this field of study has played 
a major role in the advance of sociological theory by adding to it 
comparative understanding, theoretical sophistication and radical 
political ‘punch’. In this sense it has served social scientists well. So well 
indeed as to obscure at times the fact that half of mankind goes on 
facing the hardships of temporary peasanthood quite oblivious of the 
intellectual fashions in a world as remote as the moon, and often as 
barren. 
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PART IV 


Anthropology and psychology 


MEYER FORTES 


Anthropology and the psychological 
disciplines* 


There is a story — not altogether apocryphal — about A.C. Haddon, the 
founding father of the British tradition of anthropological field re- 
search, which can aptly serve as an introduction to what I want to say. 
Itis narrated,! that when Haddon read the first ethnographic work of a 
now famous lady anthropologist, he reacted with incredulity. After a 
while, it is said, he remarked that when he organised the Torres Straits 
Expedition of 1898, he took out with him three psychologists (W.H.R. 
Rivers, C.S. Myers and William McDougall). He did so in the expec- 
tation that psychology was the key to understanding the mind and ways 
of thought of the native peoples of Australia and New Guinea. (As Mrs. 
Hingston-Quiggin notes in her enchanting biography of Haddon.) 
Alas however, he went on, he was disappointed in this — as for example 
in Rivers’s experimental studies of colour discrimination. ‘But now’, he 
concluded, ‘I see that I should have taken out not a team of psycho- 
logists but a lady novelist.’ 

Much has happened in the development of both anthropology and 
psychology since 1898, not to speak of the efflorescence of the ethnogra- 
phic novel of the post Second World War vintage in the ‘developing’ 
countries of Asia and Africa. But the dilemma foreshadowed in 
Haddon’s remarks continues to dog our studies. Thus on one side, in 
the interval since, there have grown up vigorous movements rejecting 
the relevance of psychological investigations and theory for the analysis 
and interpretation of anthropological data, and demonstrating by their 
success that significant results can be achieved by embracing these con- 
straints. The triumphs of British socio-structuralist ethnography in the 
fifties and sixties are witnesses to this, and the methodological impli- 
cations were threshed out in the seminal book Closed Systems and Open 
Minds, edited by Devons and Gluckman.? Thus, commenting with 
approval on Victor Turner’s paper in this symposium, Devons and 


*T am indebted to the Leverhulme Trust for a grant towards research and secretarial 
assistance which greatly facilitated the preparation of this paper. 
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Gluckman declare that :8 


Turner does not question that psychological drives and dispositions 
have contributed to these [i.e. Ndembu ritual] developments. What 
he insists is that a social anthropological analysis of these rites can be 
carried out independently of the psychological analysis of the same 
rites by relating them to other facts in the socio-cultural system — the 
point that Durkheim and many others have emphasised. 


Later, they warn against the ‘confusion’ that can arise from “‘undisci- 
plined trespass on fields [such as psychoanalysis] one is not competent 
to traverse.... And this assertion is supported by contrasting 
Evans-Pritchard’s famous study of Azande witchcraft, first published 
in 1937, and Kluckhohn’s almost simultaneous studies of Navaho 
witchcraft, first published in 1944.4 Evans-Pritchard, we are told, 
‘eschews psychological interpretations’ (e.g. reference to a psycho- 
logical mechanism such as projection) — that is, technically derived, as 
opposed to common-sense, psychological interpretations — and con- 
fines his analysis to the relations of ‘modes of thought’ and to ‘alleged 
feelings’ of envy or hatred, to what Azande state as their beliefs withina 
‘self sealing and self supporting system’ which embraces a ‘philosophy 
of morality as well as a theory of causation’.’ 


Kluckhohn, is, by contrast, criticised in particular for trespassing on 
the technical psychological field by concerning himself with ‘latent 
functions’, such as the ways witchcraft beliefs are supposed (quoting 
Kluckhohn) to ‘allow expression of direct and displaced ag- 
gression . . .’, or handling anxiety, and in general for assuming without 
manifest evidence the operation of unconscious mechanisms such as 
displacement, identification, projection, and so forth.* 

The main point of this contrast is to claim that Evans-Pritchard is 
methodologically more correct than Kluckhohn insofar as he sticks to 
the level of observable data and accepts ‘naively’ the statements of the 
Azande themselves about their motives and beliefs, instead of resorting 
to technical psychological theory to impute to ethnographically mani- 
fest actions and statements impulses and motives that are not demon- 
strable at the level of ‘naive’ observation. 

The methodological dilemma, for that is what it is, that Devons and 
Gluckman are here attempting to resolve goes back to the beginnings 
of scientific anthropology and arises not only over the pertinence of 
technical, as opposed to common-sense psychology, to the tasks of 
anthropology, but equally in connection with other formally non- 
anthropological branches of science and scholarship that bear on the 
same subject matter — e.g. history, economics, linguistics, biology, and 
geography as well as the various ‘-isms’ currently competing for 
allegiance amongst us. 

In my view the issue is clouded if it is presented in terms of abstract 
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meta-theory or in terms of relations between technically demarcated 
: disciplines. In the context of practice the dilemma disappears and the 
gical drives and dispositions critical context of practice for the anthropologist is the field situation. 
| ritual] developments. What The Durkheimian objective of simultaneous description and analysis — 
analysis of these rites can be of establishing the character and the inter-connections of the observed 
logical analysis of the same social and cultural facts without reference to extraneous variables — 
€ socio-cultural system — the remains the primary task of anthropological enquiry, but we must 
ve emphasised. never forget that the social and cultural facts identified by our ethno- 
graphical techniques are in reality manifestations of complex states of 
hat can arise from ‘undisci- affairs encapsulating a plurality of levels of existence, which can be dif- 
alysis] one is not competent ferentiated by appropriate techniques. 
supported by contrasting Description more ethnographico locates and identifies the institutions, 
e witchcraft, first published the patterns of thought and of belief and behaviour, the social arrange- 
taneous studies of Navaho ments and relationships, and so on and so forth, in short the facts of 
ns-Pritchard, we are told, custom and of social structure, which constitute our primary data. 
8. reference to a psycho- Analysis, in contrast, enables us to place particular descriptive facts in 
at is, technically derived, as contexts of general implication, or to dissolve such facts into con- 
interpretations — and con- stituents and variables of more general range and to identify their 
of thought’ and to ‘alleged modes and mechanisms of combination. 
tate as their beliefs within a If description gives us the phenotypical constants, analysis enables 
ich embraces a ‘philosophy '_us to isolate the genotypical variables. But we remain, metaphorically 
speaking, at a ‘horizontal’ level of investigation confined to identifying 
concomitance and consistency, or their contraries, contradiction and 


articular for trespassing on conflict, amongst and within the descriptive phenomena, as long as we 
rning himself with ‘latent adhere to the Durkheimian paradigm. To be sure this gives us a repre- 
iefs are supposed (quoting sentation of structure and it may also reveal some of the conditions that 
rect and displaced ag- are necessary for the existence of the structure and some of the 
neral for assuming without processes and mechanisms that produce it; and this is of first-rate im- 
lous mechanisms such as portance. But its focus is inevitably and primarily on questions of 
so forth.® how the system works, rather than on questions of why such insti- 
m that Evans-Pritchard is tutions, beliefs, patterns of behaviour, etc. occur in it. To answer 


ohn insofar as he sticks to ‘why’ type of questions we must seek hypotheses of a causal type to 
ively’ the statements of the account for the phenotypical state of affairs; and to reach such hypo- 
eliefs, instead of resorting theses we have to undertake what, again metaphorically speaking, I 
to ethnographically mani- would call ‘vertical’ analysis. This, to my mind, necessarily entails 
tives that are not demon- consideration of connections at other levels than that of the ethnogra- 
phically given. And Devons and Gluckman are forced to confront this 
hat it is, that Devons and when they try to argue that Turner’s statement that (quoting Turner) 
es back to the beginnings ‘powerful unconscious wishes of a kind considered illicit by Ndembu 
ly over the pertinence of are expressed in it [the rite]’ admittedly derived as it is from applying 
ychology, to the tasks of psychoanalytic theory to the field data, nevertheless falls within the 
ith other formally non- bounds of psychological naivety.® 
olarship that bear on the Answering critics for whom the occurrence in both tropical America 
, linguistics, biology, and and North America of the same group of myths is significant primarily 
currently competing for as evidence of the peopling of America by successive waves of emigrants 
from Asia, Lévi-Strauss!® remarks: ‘En posant ainsi le probléme, on 
ented in terms of abstract méconnaitrait complétement le sens de notre enterprise. Nous ne cher- 
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chons pas le pourquoi de ces resemblances mais le comment.’ 

This is the crux — whether to confine ourselves rigorously to the ‘“com- 
ment’ or to seek answers however inelegantly to the ‘pourquoi’. For 
myself, and I believe for the majority of Anglo-(i.e. socio-) structuralists 
(as opposed to Gallo- or linguo-structuralists) the lure of the ‘pourquoi’ 
is irresistible. This follows long-standing traditional interests reflected, 
for example, in Frazer’s explanation of magical beliefs and practices by 
recourse to psychological assumptions about the association of ideas 
and defective primitive logic — which of course continues to flourish in 
its up-to-date dress of ‘metaphor’ and ‘metonym’. Nor should we forget 
that Morgan attributed the systems of consanguinity which he 
analysed in his first great treatise, to underlying and immutable ideas 
or conceptions ‘associated together in such fixed relations as to create a 
system of consanguinity, resting upon unchangeable necessities’.'' To 
invoke property relations as the main force behind the evolution of the 
family and of the state, as Morgan and later Engels and other writers 
since have done, is an exercise in the same direction; and so also, at a 
very different level is Malinowski’s theory of culture as an apparatus for 
satisfying basic human needs rooted ultimately in the biological con- 
stitution of mankind. 

In the specific case of the relevance of psychological theories and 
methods for the explanation of anthropological observations the 
question that, as we all know, has been of perennial concern to anthro- 
pologists, is that of the nature of so-called ‘primitive thought’ in alleged 
contrast to or comparison with civilised thought. The ghosts of 
Lévy-Bruhl’s hypotheses of pre-logical mentality and of mystical 
participation still haunt us, and hardly a year goes by without some 
re-examination of the issues he raised. Field observation convinced Malin- 
owski, and has continually reinforced his conclusion, that pre-literate 
or pre-scientific, i.e. ‘primitive,’ peoples perceive the real world more or 
less as we do and show in their technology, and indeed in all their cus- 
tomary ways, the same logical capacities that modern western man has, 
the key to the apparent differences lying only in the premises from 
which they start. It is, therefore, of special interest to consider briefly 
the findings of the experimental psychologists who have, since the war, 
been very widely engaged in cross-cultural research on cognition and 
perception. 

From the anthropological point of view, it is very important to note 
that these studies are, in the words of one authoritative work in this 
field, ‘primarily interested in the study of various cultures in order to 
test the generality of hypothetical cognitive processes’ established by 
research in western societies. !? For this task the content of the cognitive 
activities observable in a particular society is of interest only to the 
extent that it influences or reflects the process or the capacity. In a 
sense the cross cultural studies of perception, cognition, and learning, 
— the range and extent of which can be gauged from Barbara Lloyd’s 
admirable review!’ — mainly by the methods of experimental psycho- 
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directly attributable to the influence of culture and social organisation 
and to some extent also of language. 

From an anthropological point of view many if not most of the find- 
ings reported in these field studies which use the methods of exper- 
imental psychology are of value primarily because they confirm 
conclusions reached by the natural history methods of ethnographic 
research which approach the same phenotypical data of individual 
behaviour, thought, and judgment, as evidence of cultural material. 
This is well brought out in the Cole e al. study. Observations they 
report about the effect of western-type schooling, which equips the reci- 
pient with a cultural apparatus that includes mere literacy at one end of 
the scale but may go as far as the most abstruse mathematics at the 
other end of the scale, are to the point. Referring to this and related 
studies Barbara Lloyd notes that ‘the abstract thought of formal oper- 
ations probably depends heavily on Western type schooling’ and adds, 
appropriately, that this is hardly surprising.’ 

The anthropological model is clear. What the experimental psycho- 
logist identifies under such rubrics as cognition, perception, learning, 
and thought, seen from the anthropological angle, are instances of the 
use of a cultural outfit which the actor has been trained to handle, and 
can in general be trained to handle, at any rate up to a point, even if 
parts or all of the outfit are of alien origin. This is possible because the 
same capacities, propensities, and dispositions, some certainly innate, 
others acquired in the universal socialisation situations of, for example, 
mother and child relationships, are common to all humanity. Where 
differences appear in the deployment of any items of a cultural outfit as 
between different human groups these are due, not to the absence of the 
basic and universal human endowments, but to possible quantitative 
differences in their incidence or to differences in the ways in which they 
are harnessed to the work of living in society and of employing the cul- 
tural equipment at their disposal for dealing with the natural world. In 
terms of a current cliché, we can conclude that human thought pro- 
cesses are the same for all mankind and that variations in thought 
performance are due to cultural not natural differences. 

To speak of culture in terms of an ‘apparatus’, or an ‘equipment’ or 
in more general terms as a form of ‘capital’, might seem too narrow and 
instrumentalist a view. Alternatively I could, as I have done elsewhere, 
suggest subsuming the phenomenon of custom, which is surely the core 
of culture, under the more general or at least more tangible category of 
costume, or dress. The point about these metaphorical descriptions is 
to emphasise that however diverse and varied the outward and visible 
manifestations of culture may be, underlying all of them is the same 
basic human endowment. Nowhere perhaps has this been so well docu- 
mented as in current studies of cognitive systems, folk taxonomies, and 
mythology. If there is one thing that Lévi-Strauss has insisted upon, itis 
surely that the logical procedures reflected in mythical thought are no 
different from and no less systematic than those that are followed in our 
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science and philosophy, the differences lying not in the way the human 
mind works but in the material with which it works in different soci- 
eties. 

The field of cognition and perception is not the only psychological 
speciality in which it has proved to be rewarding to test theories and 
models derived from research in western societies by means of 
cross-cultural investigation. Extensive studies have also been made cross- 
culturally of the emotional and appetitive dispositions and of the factors 
that enter into the make up of character and personality. These studies 
are well exemplified in cross-cultural research in psychiatry and in such 
basic psychiatric disciplines as psychoanalysis. And in my view it is the 
researches in these fields that are particularly relevant to some of the 
longest standing problems of anthropology. 

To begin with it is valuable to realise, as Kiev’s review of the litera- 
ture shows, '* that there is now ample evidence to confirm that the main 
forms of psychiatric disorder identified in western societies also occur in 
oriental, African, and other non-western societies. There are, as he puts 
it,!9 ‘universal symptom patterns in major psychiatric disorders’. What 
differs from culture to culture is the ‘cultural colouring of beliefs, delus- 
ions, and behaviour patterns, as well as differences in the kind, severity, 
and location of pathogenic factors’. The obvious inference is that the 
psychiatric evidence supports the conclusion suggested by cross-cultural 
studies of cognition and perception, namely, that the underlying 
psychological endowment of mankind in the fields of emotion and 
personality is the same for all branches of humanity. The same psycho- 
pathological disturbances afflict all human races, but what varies is 
their incidence and the ways in which they are manifested in individual 
thought and behaviour. Even the forms of psychiatric disturbance that 
occur idiosyncratically in some societies and not in others, such as the 
acute and often homicidal mania generally known as the amok syn- 
drome, and comparable less violent states of possession elsewhere 
found, exhibit many features of psychopathology that are common 
among western patients. Anxiety states, phobias, and other symptoms 
of psychoneurosis on the one hand, and states of depression, delusions 
and hallucinatory experiences and similar symptoms of psychosis on 
the other, are of universal occurrence. What particularly varies cross- 
culturally is the ways in which psychiatric disturbances are interpreted 
and dealt with. A condition that a western-trained psychiatrist 
perceives as a state of depression, an Ashanti diviner diagnoses as an 
attack by witchcraft. We should realise that what is at issue here is not 
primarily a conflict between rational scientific theory and primitive 
superstition but a difference between two models of human nature. And 
this is where our distinctively anthropological task begins. 

This task is to try to understand and as far as possible to explain the 
uniquely human phenomenon of custom, what Cole ¢¢ al. refer to as the 
‘contents’ of cognition and perception. To make my point clearer let me 
remind you that the natural science model of human nature, as of 
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course of the human organism, is commonly accepted and believed in 
by laymen as well as by the experts in our society. It is accepted on trust 
as authorised and indeed prescribed within our social system. It is cus- 
tomary. Custom, as we all take for granted, is a collective possession; 
where there is custom, there is society, where there is society, there is 
custom. The question that I want to put is the following: Granted the 
uniformity throughout mankind, firstly of man’s organic constitution, 
and secondly of the psychological endowment of capacities and disposi- 
tions, in what way if at all can we relate these parameters of individual 
existence to the collective representations, as Durkheim called them, of 
custom? More specifically, and here I have in mind the point of view 
represented by Devons and Gluckman and shared by a majority of so- 
called functionalist anthropologists, is it either possible, or useful, or 
necessary to take into account the observations, propositions, and 
generalisations of the psychological sciences in order to understand and 
possibly explain — i.e. establish the ‘pourquoi’ of — the phenomenon of 
custom? 

As I have already noted, attempts in this direction go back to our 
founding fathers. They continue and proliferate, a notable example 
being the development and continued vitality of the school of ‘culture 
and personality studies’, in the United States, recently authoritatively 
reviewed in his book on the subject by Robert A. Le Vine.” I cite his 
work in particular because it focusses attention on what is critical for 
resolving the dilemma I attributed at the outset to the remarks of A.C. 
Haddon, namely the challenge of the ethnographic field experience. It 
is there that one realises that custom — whether one thinks of it in terms 
of code or in terms of patterns of behaviour — has meaning only in the 
context of the social relationships to which it gives shape and content 
thus defining their location in the collectivity of the society. 

My conviction, that we can make little progress’ towards fully 
explaining the ‘pourquoi’ of custom without recourse to appropriate 
psychological disciplines, can best, I think, be justified, or at least put to 
the test, by some account of how this was brought home to me in the 
course of my own field research. 

A few days after arriving in the area of my field work among the Tal- 
lensi of northern Ghana, I went round to the house of one of the local 
head men to introduce myself. While being shown around, I was invited 
into the main ‘living room’ of his senior wife. In the corner was a long 
string net hanging from a rafter. It was filled with neatly packed cala- 
bashes. I asked the good lady to show them to me and she courteously 
unpacked them one by one till she came to the last one at the bottom of 
the net. This one she pointed out to me was special; it contained six or 
seven smaller calabashes resting one within the other. This she said was 
her kumpio, her ‘death box’. When she died, she explained, all her 
domestic utensils would be divided up amongst her daughters and 
daughters in law; but this particular calabash and its contents would go 
to her firstborn daughter; until then, she added, this daughter would 
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never have been allowed to see the kumpio. My field notes tell me that I 


asked her if this was because she disliked or distrusted her firstborn 
daughter. My semi-literate interpreter found it difficult to convey the 
idea to her. However, she understood it well enough to shake her head 
vigorously in denial. ‘We do it’ she explained ‘because our ancestors did 
it.’ This was my introduction to a complex of customary beliefs and 
practices the central importance of which in Tallensi kinship and 
family structure and its religious extension into ancestor worship, in 
due course became apparent to me. As my stumbling upon it so easily 
and so early in my novitiate indicates, there is nothing secret or indeed 
even private about the customary identification of the firstborn — sons 
as well as daughters. What is at first sight peculiar is the ways in which 
this status is customarily marked out. 

The status of the firstborn is most dramatically displayed in the 
ritual of ‘showing the granary’ which terminates the funeral of a man 
who has left children and thus expunges his earthly existence. In this 
rite a man’s firstborn son dressed in his father’s tunic turned inside out 
and carrying, slung over his left shoulder, a mock bow and quiver made 
for the funeral, followed by his firstborn sister, is solemnly made to look 
inside his father’s granary which has hitherto been totally prohibited to 
him. His sister follows suit, and general jubilation ensues. What every- 
one understands and what the reversed tunic and the inspection of the 
granary so patently declare is that the son has now taken his father’s 
place, literally stepped into his clothes, thus reversing the generation 
relationship. The critical feature is that this rite applies strictly only to 
the firstborn, not to the oldest surviving son and daughter. It is a ques- 
tion not of inheriting the father’s property — to which indeed fathers’ 
brothers have first claim — but of succeeding to paternal status for which 
being firstborn not merely oldest surviving is the proper qualification. 
This follows from the fact that it is the firstborn who by the mere fact of 
birth, creates parenthood irreversibly, once and for all. And it is the 
ambivalence this generates which as we shall see, underlies the ‘syn- 
drome’ of the firstborn. 

I borrow this term to indicate that the rite of the granary inspection is 
really the climax of a lifetime of ritually-imposed avoidance relations 
between firstborn and parent of the same sex. I have described and dis- 
cussed these at length elsewhere”! and therefore refer to them only 
briefly here. Thus father and firstborn son may never eat out of the 
same dish lest one accidentally scratch the hand of the other. This 
would cause one of them to die, whereas the same accident when two 
brothers or a father and his younger son eat out of the same dish would 
be harmless. Again, a firstborn may not wear his father’s clothes or use 
any of his tools or implements; and there are other restrictions. Recol- 
lecting that to eat together among the Tallensi as among most peoples 
of the world affirms the amity and mutual trust that is the essence of 
kinship, the implication that, as Tallensi say, ‘your firstborn is your 
enemy’ is made plain in these taboos. They say that a man’s tools and 


204 Part IV: Anthropology and psychology 


ee eae 
weapons are imbued with his body dirt and are therefore uniquely 
representative of his individuality, and that his granary holds his soul. 
Thus the taboos of the firstborn appear to be quite patently designed to 
prevent the archetypal son from displacing his father in the latter’s life- 
time. And parallel restrictions apply to a woman and her firstborn 
daughter. 

What is in issue becomes clear when the son reaches the maturity to 
marry and become a parent in his turn. Father and firstborn son, 
mother and firstborn daughter (till she marries), it should be realised, 
live together in the same homestead, and work together in farming and 
inthe domestic round. At first the taboos serve to keep them out of each 
other’s way at symbolically critical occasions like meal times. But 
when the son marries and achieves parenthood he must make a 
separate gateway for himself to his quarters in the homestead, for he and 
his father may not henceforth meet face to face in the gateway they have 
previously both used. Tallensi cite this taboo as the key to the whole 
syndrome. They say that its intention is to prevent a fatal clash between 
the Destinies of father and son. While the son was growing up, and be- 
cause he was successfully growing up, his Destiny was growing stronger 
and stronger, the father’s meanwhile beginning to decline. Tallensi 
fathers say quite bluntly that their firstborn almost from birth desire 
their death so that they can succeed to their place. It follows logically 
that the nearer a firstborn gets to full adulthood and parenthood the 
stronger will be his wish and his claim to oust his father. The imagery of 
the opposed Destinies, as if they were struggling for a limited fund of 
well-being, aptly reflects the situation. What is at stake, in fact, is the 
power and authority, which make up what I have elsewhere” called the 
‘mystical potency’ that is vested in the status of fatherhood. It is signifi- 
cant that a man cannot become juridically autonomous, i.e. sui turis - 
which is also a necessary condition for ritual autonomy- until his father 
dies. Until then, even if he is himself the father of a large family and 
economically well-to-do, he is a jural and ritual minor in his father’s 
power. 

What is perhaps most important about succeeding to a father’s 
status is that this requires the son to establish his dead father as an 
ancestor spirit. And it is the same for the mother mutatis mutandis. What 
this amounts to is that the face to face, living parental authority ex- 
tinguished by death is, so to speak, reinstated at another level, the 
‘supernatural’ level of ancestor worship. Thus the bonds of filial depen- 
dence in everyday life are perpetuated at this supernatural level in 
terms of ritual dependence and the requirements of ritual service. 

The fuller implications of this can be made clearer if we look again 
briefly at the notion of Destiny. The belief that a person’s passage 
through life is governed by his or her Destiny is widespread in West 
Africa?’. Tallensi conceive of Destiny as being a choice made by the in- 
dividual pre-natally. It may be a bad Destiny which manifests itself in 
continual misfortune and affliction. Thus when Dinkaha’s infant 
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daughter died of a wasting disease he himself and her mother were ut- 


terly prostrate with grief. Then came the divination to discover the 
mystical agency responsible for the child’s death and it emerged that it 
was her evil Predestiny. Before she was born she had declared that she 
did not want a father or a mother or brothers or sisters. So having been 
brought into the world, she took ill and died. The mother grieved for 
many days. Dinkaha himself, however, expressed relief at this verdict. 
In the same way Predestiny is blamed if a woman continually miscar- 
ries, if a man continually fails in attempts to marry or to earn his living, 
and so forth. The significant point is that it is only in retrospect that an 
evil Predestiny is revealed, in response to what seems like a senseless, 
premature death, or repeated affliction that has not yielded to other re- 
dressive measures or to inexplicable failure to achieve normal goals in 
life. And the evidence of field observation is that both the alleged vic- 
tims and those responsible for them get great comfort from the ritual of 
identifying and coping with evil Predestiny. 

But there is another side to Destiny which affects all males, and 
through them such dependent females as daughters and wives. In this 
pattern an unusual achievement, an accident or affliction, or a strange 
coincidence, is interpreted through divination as a sign that a group of 
ancestors wishes to take over the Destiny of a young man and in return 
for ritual service from him will foster his development and advance in 
life. Let me give an example. As a youth Anaaho took to playing the 
native single string fiddle. He became so adept that he was in constant 
demand. But his father who, in proper Tallensi style, valued farming 
above everything, was furious because the boy was neglecting his farm 
work. So he smashed the fiddle to force the boy to return to his hoeing. 
Almost simultaneously, the youth was taken ill and his father went off 
anxiously to consult a diviner. It emerged that the fiddle was ordained 
by Anaaho’s Destiny to be his life task. His illness and the troubles 
he had got into with his father were signs that a particular group of his 
ancestors was revealing itself as the guardians of his Destiny. Their 
command was that Anaaho must make a shrine for them on which to 
offer sacrifice to them, must give up farming entirely, and devote him- 
self to fiddling. If he refused or was forced to refuse he would surely die; 
if he submitted he would prosper. The father had no choice but to 
acquiesce and in the event Anaaho had a long and prosperous career. 
This is typical, though not all Destiny-ordained careers end up so pro- 
pitiously. 

It will be understood that this is the barest outline of a complex confi- 
guration of customary beliefs and ideas that is itself but a part of a very 
elaborate religious system based on ancestor worship which pervades 
every corner of Tallensi social life. (But see Newell** for parallels from 
other African societies, from China, Taiwan and Japan.) Certain fea- 
tures distinctive of this religious system are apparent even from my brief 
sketch of the destiny concept. Firstly, it serves the individual as a means 
of devolving or projecting the ultimate responsibility for everything that 
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happens to him in the course of his life on to agencies which are per- 
ceived to be outside his control by the mundane technological and 
social processes of ordinary life — not unlike beliefs in witchcraft, or 
theories of the hereditary determination of intelligence or personality or 
psychosis in some circles in our own society. And we can see more 
clearly now how neatly a doctrine of their competing destinies can serve 
to drain away, so to speak, real and potentially destructive mutual 
enmity from the relationships of father and son. 

Let us consider this a little more fully. Among the Tallensi, as 
throughout Africa, no person is regarded as fully mature until he 
marries and becomes a parent. Not only that, but for Tallensi full person- 
hood is only realised by the achievement of ancestorhood.”* That is 
why the birth of grandsons is particularly joyously welcomed, 
Anyhow, it is obvious that parents owe the most decisive change in 
their lives to their firstborn — who in turn of course owes his very exist- 
ence to them. And yet it is he who heralds the fate that must inevitably 
overtake parents: for it is a law of nature that they must sooner or later 
make way for the next generation, the sibling group founded by the 
firstborn. 

The dilemma, consciously perceived by the Tallensi, is threatening; 
and it is not extravagant to imagine, as I have already indicated, that 
there is an underlying ambivalence in the emotions and attitudes of 
parents, desiring to hold on to their powers and to life itself as long as 
possible. One can imagine a temptation on the one side to destroy the 
offspring whose every year of growth brings the time of their extinction 
nearer, which is however in conflict with the urge on the other side to 
love and cherish these children who are their sole guarantee of immor- 
tality — quite concretely so since it is only through his children that a 
person can become a commemorated ancestor. Similarly it is easy to 
imagine equal ambivalence in the emotions and attitudes of the child- 
ren awaiting the day when they can step into the parents’ place. And for 
both sides focussing this attention on the firstborn is both logical and 
convenient, serving, metaphorically speaking, as a kind of lightning 
conductor which draws away the antagonism that is built into the re- 
lations of successive generations and enables them to live together in 
mutual trust. The symbolism of the competing Destinies crystallises in 
a concrete image the reality that is difficult to conceptualise and even to 
face openly since it depends upon largely unconscious emotional ambi- 
valence. Again, one can see how the inter-generational taboos tie down 
concretely, and rationalise in the form of ritually obligatory self- 
discipline, the latent conflict between the generations. 

Here it should be noted that the achievement of ancestorhood is, as 
we might put it, more a matter of luck or of pure chance than of merit, 
Tallensi recognise quite explicitly that the achievement of parenthood 
(like, for instance, survival to old age) is not a reward for good conduct 
or even for devoted service to the ancestors. It is not always the virtuous, 
by ordinary mundane standards, whose lives are most successful; 
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wicked or unscrupulous men sometimes leave many children where up- 
right, good men die childless; disease and death often strike the wife or 
child of a responsible, provident family head whereas his spendthrift, 
improvident brother escapes scot free. 

Confrontation with these intractable realities of everyday existence 
provides experiential as well as logically-incontrovertible evidence for 
the assumption that there are occult?® powers not susceptible of empiri- 
cal technological or social control at work in determining the course 
and outcome of individual existence. The Tallensi do not have the con- 
cept of chance, nor do they accept that luck (zu-song, a good head) is 
uncaused. To deal with the existential dilemma presented by the un- 
predictability and, one might say, injustice of everyday life they fall 
back, conceptually and emotionally, on to the doctrine of Destiny and of 
the over-riding non-material, non-human powers of the ancestors. At 
the level of the action that is necessary if people are to live with these to 
them arbitrary constraints, the defences take the form of ritual and 
taboo. 

It is my argument that this ideology — this system of ideas, beliefs and 
practices — is effective for the actors just because the ancestors are so ob- 
viously transfigured parent figures; and it is consistent that their most 
distinctive characteristic is that they manifest themselves, according to 
Tallensi beliefs, predominantly in the afflictions they send to their des- 
cendants rather than in the benefits for which they also claim credit. 
This reflects the fact, in my view, that it is not the whole parent, who 
cherishes as well as chastises, loves as well as disciplines, his or her 
offspring, but only the jurally and morally coercive aspect of the parents 
that is elevated to ancestorhood. It is symptomatic of the supreme judi- 
cial quality of the authority and power vested in the ancestors that it is a 
basic religious as well as jural principle that every death must be re- 
vealed by divination to be ultimately caused by particular, identified 
ancestors. A death not so authorised (for this is what it amounts to) is 
not recognised as a normal human death but is comparable to the death 
of an animal or is contrary to the nature of man. And it is consistent 
with the ideology that every normal death is attributed to ancestral 
retribution for ritual negligence or some form of wrongdoing, most 
commonly within the field of kinship relations with its all-embracing 
norms of prescriptive altruism, of which the victim may not even be 
known to have been aware in his or her lifetime. Conversely, it is 
believed that life ultimately accrues to the individual through ances- 
tors’ gift and watchfulness, in response to service and tendance. 

It cannot be overemphasised that in their ordinary life Tallensi are a 
realistic and practical people. Living authority is rarely harshly 
exercised, indeed parents are noticeably affectionate and tolerant in 
their relationships with small children. In real life a father has no 
powers of life and death over his children but of course parents are 
inevitably the source of discipline, frustration, and what seems to a 
small child the arbitrary regulation of their life and control of their 
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wishes and urges. 

The question now is how can we get behind these descriptive data 
and explain them in terms of a causal and general theory of human be- 
haviour? The problem is the more challenging since, as I have shown 
elsewhere,2’ the paradigm of inter-generational opposition‘so graphi- 
cally displayed by the Tallensi is of very common, if not universal, 
validity. In different forms of cultural dress it is found throughout 
Africa, in Polynesia, New Guinea, India, classical China and still 
further disguised in our own society. And everywhere some form of 
enforced separation either physically or by religious prescription or 
apparently inadvertently through educational institutions, age set organi- 
sations and so on appears to be required in order to contain the 
problem. Not everywhere of course, do we find such elaborate ritual 
provisions for shelving ultimate responsibility from the actor to insti- 
tutionally established quasi-external agencies as Destiny. 

I do not see how we can answer this question without recourse to 
psychological theory; and for me the obvious and convincing theory is 
that which is provided by psychoanalysis. Let us consider again the 
focal and critical relationship of parent and firstborn of the same sex, 
my paradigm being the relationship of father and firstborn son. I 
remarked earlier that what is evidently at stake is a resource I have en- 
titled as ‘mystical potency’. This is not an ideal concept, I fear, for what 
I have in mind, but it must suffice. I use it to include the whole gamut of 
parental power and authority as experienced by the offspring and also 
as defined in customary law and ideology. It includes the physical and 
psychological superiority of the parents as manifested, for example, in 
the control over the material provision of food and shelter and the moral 
provision of protection. But it refers above all to what, from the filial 
point of view, is the most mysterious and arbitrary feature of parenthood, 
their monopoly of procreative right and capacity. The ethnographic 
evidence, both for the Tallensi and comparatively, to my mind 
points indisputably to the privileged procreative sexuality of parents as 
the nucleus of the syndrome. That is why the tension between successive 
generations symbolically crystallised in the doctrine of the antag- 
onistic Destinies of father and firstborn son is felt to be most dangerous 
when the son reaches reproductive status, on the threshold of paren- 
thood. One might surmise that a different defensive ideology would 
have emerged if the Tallensi had the punitive and mutilating initiation 
rituals through which to gain procreative sexual rights that are found 
elsewhere. 

A pointer to what I am here inferring is the rule, often cited, that the 
one irreparable breach between father and son occurs if the son com- 
mits the unforgivable sin of incest with a wife of his father. Indeed it is 
enough - since it is taken to imply the wish — for the son to enter the 
sleeping room and sit on the sleeping mat of the father’s wife other than 
his own mother — and even that would not be permitted for a boy past 
infancy. And again similar taboos are met with elsewhere in Africa and 
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in other societies. Among the famous Nuer, for example,” a marriage is 
not fully established until the birth of the first child. Indeed a woman 
lives with her own parents until the firstborn is weaned and only then is 
the husband allowed to take her home to his own paternal home. Nuer 
also impose characteristic avoidances on the firstborn. They must never 
use the spoon of father or mother and a first son must not sleep or sit on 
his mother’s sleeping hide — to do so would make her barren and also 
injure his father and himself. Indeed Nuer (like a number of other 
peoples) send a firstborn son away to be brought up by his maternal 
grandparents explaining that this keeps him from his parents until he is 
old enough to observe the strict avoidance rules. 

Let me recapitulate. The dilemma of parents —and I claim that this is 
auniversal dilemma -—is that on the one hand they need children to per- 
petuate themselves and give them some sort of immortality, the only 
immortality which is worth having, and which, perhaps, goes down to 
phylogenetic needs, and therefore they must cherish and properly bring 
up these children. But on the other hand, they must, from the moment 
of their children’s birth, signalled by the arrival of the firstborn, face the 
inevitability that they will be ousted and replaced by these children. 
Cultural ideology may provide various rationalisations such as, for 
instance, a belief in Destiny to cover up the dilemma. But the ambiva- 
lence remains, an ambivalence which is a compromise between a 
repressed urge to destroy the threatening children and a conscious love 
for and identification with them. A reversed ambivalence inevitably 
arises in the children, the filial generation, impelled as they are to fulfil 
their destiny of replacing the parents as quickly as possible; and the 
focus of the struggle is the power of, and the right to exercise the pro- 
creative capacity that brought them into being. There is, in short, no 
question in my mind but that the most definitive explanation for this 
syndrome is to be found in terms of the classical theory of the ‘Oedipus 
complex’ and its development through the oedipal phase of filioparental 
relationships to its eventual replacement by the internalised auth- 
ority to which Freud gave the name of the ‘super-ego’. But there is a 
significant modification to be taken into account. It is as if the drama 
originally depicted by Freud as taking place, generation after gener- 
ation, in the mind and personality of the individual is, in the kind of 
tribal society I have been describing, thrust out, externalised, into the 
open of custom and social organisation. But where Freud saw the con- 
flict of successive generations as emanating solely from the aggressive 
and envious wishes of the filial generation, I see it as engendered by the 
reciprocal ambivalence precipitated by the crucial dilemma of parent- 
hood.?° The taboos I have described can be thought of as a culturally 
authorised and therefore socially controllable mechanism that permits 
regulated and partially disguised confrontation of the intergenerational 
ambivalence and so drains away its destructive charge. 

Tallensi custom provides the additional backing of what amounts to 
the externalised ‘super-ego’, the institutionalised organ of moral and 
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ritual control comprised in their ancestor cult. On the one hand parents 
derive their authority from their position as agents of the ancestors and 
on the other they fulfil their responsibilities under the compulsion of 
their duty to the ancestors. In return, in compensation, as it were, they 
have the security of the prospect of ancestorhood for themselves. This 
enables them to tolerate and keep in check their hostile impulses, 
whether these are consciously felt or not, by the assurance it implies of 
their being endowed with power and authority forever, even after 
death, and of having, correspondingly, the perpetual filial servitude of 
their children. 

A number of problems of greater general import arise here. But what 
I want mainly to bring out is the observation that custom, by reason I 
think of its consensual, public, collectively authorised and maintained 
character, serves the purpose of harnessing to legitimate ends human 
proclivities that can turn into pathological forms where they do not fall 
within the discipline of custom. 

To drive home my argument let me contrast this approach with one 
that commands widespread enthusiasm in anthropological circles 
today, being advanced sometimes as showing up the inadequacies of 
classical functionalism. I refer to the approach that derives with one 
modification or another from the linguo- (Gallo-) structuralism associ- 
ated with the work of Professor Lévi-Strauss, and I want to take as my 
example a brilliant study by one of my former colleagues, Professor J.S. 
Tambiah. His book on Thai village Buddhism” has rightly been hailed 
as a model of anthropological method. To make my point, I venture to 


quote in extenso an analysis I have myself proposed?! of a ritual se- 
quence described and discussed by Professor Tambiah. His book, I 
have argued, 


sticks firmly to the manifest level of cognitive symbolism, broadly 
along the lines laid down in the linguo-structuralist theory of Lévi- 
Strauss. Consider, for instance, his account of the entry of a man into 
monkhood, usually after an earlier period of novicehood. At the 
village level monkhood is generally a temporary commitment, 
followed by a return to permanent lay life. Restating the descriptive 
data in anthropological language he concludes: ‘If ordination to 
monkhood is in religious terms a rite of initiation, in social terms it 
is distinctly a rite of passage for young men before they marry and 
set up their own households’ (p. 101). ‘Why then’ he continues “do 
youths and young men lead a monastic life as a phase of their 
lives?? The answer is that this confers merit on their parents. The 
ordination of a monk is usually sponsored by his parents, and be- 
coming a monk is, Tambiah notes, an expression of ‘filial piety’. 
(pp. 102-3). Entering a monastery signifies obligatory withdrawal 
from lay life. And this means above all the ‘renunciation’ (p. 104) 
or ‘suppression’ (p. 144) ‘of male virility or sexuality and similar 
attributes of sexual life’. This is dramatised in the ordination 
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ceremonies, which include a head-shaving ritual interpreted by 


Tambiah as ‘symbolic renunciation of sexuality’, thus marking the 
passage of the ordinand from the lay state to the ‘opposed state’ of 
monkhood. Other features of the ritual of ordination are interpreted 
in the same way, and ‘the ritual as a whole’ says Tambiah ‘states a 
reciprocal relation between, on the one hand parents and kin and 
laymen (in general), and, on the other, the monk; it also emphasises 
the essential features of a monk’s life that distinguished it from a 
layman’s’ (p. 108). 

What then is the nature of this symbiotic reciprocity of re- 
lationship (p. 143) between monks and laymen? The monks cook no 
food for themselves — their food is provided by the villagers as a 
special merit-making act and is brought to them by unmarried girls 
who ‘can do so without danger because the monk has suppressed 
himself sexually and is asexual’ (p. 144). Other services to satisfy his 
needs (e.g. clothing) are similarly rendered by the lay public; and 
here comes an important point. These practical lay activities are 
regarded as polluting, entered into, Tambiah argues, so that ‘the 
religious specialist can be freed to pursue purity from the world’s 
contaminations’. Thus the ‘opposition’ of monks and laymen is an 
opposition also of purity and pollution, the critical feature of which is 
the opposition between non-productive ritually obligatory celibacy 
and asceticism, on the one hand, and the productive and procreative 
lay activities without which the monks themselves could not exist (p. 
148-9). 

It seems to me that this account of monkhood in a Thai vil- 
lage community takes us no further than the manifest descriptive 
level, simply restating in anthropological language what the eye sees 
and what informants tell the inquirer; but psychoanalytically con- 
sidered these data raise more complex theoretical issues. Why, one 
might ask, should adolescent boys be willing to renounce their ag- 
gression and sexuality in order to confer religious merit on their 
parents? To answer this question let us assume that the ordination 
rites represent a symbolical, ritually legitimated working-out of 
repressed rivalry and mutual hostility of fathers and sons. Could it be 
then that the ritual Tambiah interprets as the renunciation of sexu- 
ality is better understood as expressing filial submission to symbolic 
castration as preparation for symbolically regressing to the seclusion 
of infantile innocence and dependence on parents in the monastery, 
and by this sacrifice winning the merit later to re-enter safely the 
‘polluting’ life of normal, that is of sexually and economically active, 
adulthood? Is it wildly speculative to interpret the ‘filial piety’ 
paraded in the institution of monkhood as a customarily legitimate 
device for converting repressed filial hostility into socially respect- 
able humility? And it is of interest to learn, in this connection, that 
the coffin bearers in the cremation ceremonies for a dead man were 
his sons and a son in law, and that ‘they are exposed to the danger 
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that the dead man’s phii [a kind of spiritual double] may take hold of 
them or harm them’ (p. 182). Again would not the descriptive oppo- 
sition between purity and pollution make analytical sense, and raise 
important questions for direct observation, if it is thought of as a 
phase of infantile sexual innocence and oral dependence on the 
mother defensively enforced by ambivalent parents, metaphorically 
speaking a ‘back to the womb’ phase, in contrast to the parent reject- 
ing stage of sexually active, married adulthood? 

Granted that this is all speculation, (but cf. Leach?! on the connec- 
tion between head hair and potency, and on the castration 
symbolism of head shaving) I would nevertheless argue that such an 
approach opens up questions and suggests hypotheses that do not 
emerge in the strictly descriptive ethnographic narrative — especially 
fit is constructed in terms of the intellectualist approach to the study 
of ritual that is now favoured by many anthropologists (cf. the criti- 
cism by Horton*?). 

These speculations are based on hypotheses about certain inevitable 
and universal features in the relationship of successive generations 
of parents and children which are derived from psychoanalytic 
theory, ultimately, but which were impressed on me as a result of my 
field experience among the Tallensi. In discussing Tambiah’s work, I 
purposely chose to look at a social and religious system that is, de- 
scriptively speaking, strikingly different from the African systems I 
am accustomed to, and that is, moreover, depicted in accordance with 
a current theoretical position which contrasts with my own. Since 
formulating my speculations, however, I thought it would be inter- 
esting to check on their plausibility from an outside point of view. I 
did have a chance of outlining them to Professor Tambiah himself 
and was reassured to hear from him that he thought my speculations 
were not unreasonable, though he did not have the kind of field data 
that could be used as a direct check. But observations that do havea 
bearing on the question were brought to my attention by Professor 
Melford Spiro. In the course of his exhaustive study of Burmese 
Buddhism®® he investigates in considerable detail the ‘recruitment 
structure’ of monkhood (ch. 14, p. 320-50). He shows that, despite 
the obvious economic and status advantages offered by monkhood, 
‘only a small minority of village boys’ choose to enter it (p. 329) 
which implies that there are selective influences and obstacles of 
other kinds. He finds that desires to escape from difficulties, respon- 
sibilities and personal tragedies are very important. But one of the 
unconscious factors both of recruitment and of keeping men in the 
monasteries, one with which the social structure and the customary 
moral and ritual prescriptions of monkhood seem to be particularly 
compatible, is what he describes as the need or wish for dependency 
and complete security (p. 338-43). This is tantamount to a desire for, 
or at least to a readiness to find satisfaction in, being in the ‘structural 
position’ of a young child. ‘The monk,’ he writes ‘is able to reinstate 
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the (real or fancied) blissful period of infancy, in which all needs are 


anticipated and satisfied by the all-nurturant mother. . .’ the monk’s 
permitted regression being symbolised by his very appearance 
(shaven head etc.) and his ritually prescribed patterns of conduct. It 
takes hard self-discipline, Spiro shows, for the monks to control their 
sexual desires, celibacy being the crucial moral requirement of 
monkhood and the difficulty of to meeting this requirement is the 
main reason why monks revert to lay life (pp. 366-8). These, and 
other observations I have not the space to cite here, to my mind lend 
great plausibility to the interpretation I have suggested for 
Tambiah’s data. 


What, then, is the lesson of the Thai example? On the surface, at the 
manifest, descriptive level, there seems to be nothing in common be- 
tween the intergenerational avoidance syndrome of the Tallensi and 
the adolescent withdrawal into monkhood of the Thai villagers. But 
when we realise that the latter, like the former, is a customary, insti- 
tutionalised procedure to ensure the containment and to provide a 
socially legitimate expression of the universal ‘oedipal’ struggle be- 
tween parents and children, procreators and procreated, those who 
have the power and the cultural supremacy and those who must by the 
inexorable law of life eventually replace them, their common core 
becomes evident. Starting from the postulate of a common psycho- 
logical nucleus around which the institutional complexes presented in 
the ethnography are built up, we are led on to ask questions and pro- 
pose hypotheses about a people’s customs and social system that are 
not otherwise brought to attention. For the Tallensi, for example, as for 
a number of other peoples of West Africa, the evidence suggests that 
there is a direct and reciprocally determinative connection between 
their customary provision for dealing with the oedipal struggle in the 
domestic domain and their ancestor cult, on the one hand, and the 
structure of authority relations in the lineage system, on the other hand. 
For the Thai villagers, analogously, the way they handle the oedipal 
confrontation by shifting it to the public ritual arena of the temple 
correlates well with their disregard of descent in any depth and is con- 
sistent with the diffuse pattern of authority in the village polity and the 
Buddhistic doctrines of morality, human existence and reincarnation, 
all of which taken together would seem to rule out any form of ancestor 
worship. 

Let me try to sum up briefly the argument I have been presenting. It 
is my thesis that the situation I have identified as the oedipal struggle or 
confrontation is an intrinsic, inescapable feature of the filio-parental 
relationship, through which the succession of the generations is engen- 
dered. Since this is the basis of the process of social reproduction on 
which the continued existence through time of every society ultimately 
depends, it follows that the oedipal confrontation stands, metaphori- 
cally speaking, at the centre of gravity of every social system. But it is a 
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double-sided situation, creative in its reproductive aspect but also 
potentially disruptive. In consequence, I am suggesting, customary 
devices are found in many, if not all, human societies (perhaps most 
explicitly only in those that are relatively stable in structure and homo- 
geneous in culture) for controlling this potentiality. These devices give 
collective, that is social, recognition to the reality of the oedipal con- 
frontation by affording to it forms of public expression in the symbolic 
guise of rationalising ideas, beliefs and practices commonly validated 
by moral and religious sanctions, which legitimation, even if it is pain- 
ful to individuals, enables it to be absorbed into the reproductive 
process without danger to society. 

I have of course been dealing with a strictly limited field of social 
structure, and observations appropriate to this field are not necessarily 
applicable to other contexts of social life. Within this context we could, 
following conventional ethnographic practice, content ourselves with 
observing that such customs as the avoidances adhered to by the first- 
born serve to signify their status in the same way as their prescribed 
garments signify the status of a chief or a tendaana, a man or a woman. 
This tells us how custom works ina particular social context in a given 
society. It does not explain why, for instance, the customs I have men- 
tioned take the specific form of obligatory avoidance designated as 
binding by reason of taboo, or why they have the content they exhibit — 
relating, for instance, to ways of sharing food or to theories about the 
make-up of personality. To answer such questions, I am claiming, we 
must investigate the psychological substructure of the social relations 
we are concerned with, in this case, of the relations of parents and child- 
ren; and the key to this lies, in my opinion, in the psychoanalytical 
theories of filio-parental relations and of what Freud once referred to as 
‘the anatomy of the mental personality’.** 
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I. S. KON 


Ethnography and psychology 


From whichever viewpoint we look at ethnography (ethnology), its 
foremost social task, its raison d “tre, is to contribute to the establishment 
of mutual understanding between peoples, and to the promotion of a 
meaningful dialogue between them as necessary conditions of inter- 
national cooperation. An ethnographer may be engaged in the study of 
cultural symbols, specific forms of clothing, housing, or the customs of 
anethnos, but in each of these cases he will be interested to know, inthe 
first instance — how, when, and why did these phenomena emerge, and 
then — what are their social functions in the system of social relations of 
the society under investigation and, last but not least — their meaning 
for individuals as the authors, bearers, and recipients of their influence. 
The first question necessarily calls for the collaboration of ethnography 
with history, the second — with sociology, the third —with psychology. 

The intensification of international and intercultural contacts, to- 
gether with the acceleration of social and cultural development and 
innovation in the time of the scientific and technological revolution, 
make the ‘communicative’ aspect of ethnography highly valuable and 
responsible today. 

But as regards the communicative qualities of man and his ability to 
understand others develop, both in ontogenesis and phylogenesis, there 
exists a stable correspondence parallel with the evolution of his own 
self-consciousness. Modern developmental psychology has proved that 
the attitude of the child towards other people passes through the same 
principal stages of development as his own self. This development starts 
in the undifferentiated whole in which ‘ego’ and ‘alter’ are merged, a 
child is as easily psychologically ‘infected’ from outside, as it will 
ascribe to others its own motives and feelings. When the incongruity of 
‘self? and ‘the other’ is realised, the differences existing between them 
are brought to light. At this stage ‘the other’ is conceived as an external 
being, whose behaviour is explained by the logic of the situation; he 
may be the object of a more or less conscious manipulation, but his 
inner feelings and motives remain closed for the child. 

According to Hoffman’s! summary of research findings, children at 
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the age of about one are capable of recognising others as separate physi- 
cal beings; by the age of about two to three they require a rudimentary 
knowledge that others have independent feelings of their own; and by 
the age of about six to nine they begin to realise that people have their 
own identity beyond the immediate situation. Understanding comes 
only asa result of assuming the role of ‘an other’, and in this process the 
latter is no more an alien or a stranger, but becomes an interlocutor or 
an ‘alter ego’. Subsequently, in the course of such dialogues, the child’s 
self-image becomes more differentiated, comprehensive and stable, and 
this serves as the starting point for all further communication. 

A similar trend can be observed in the development of ethnic self- 
awareness and even in the science of ethnography itself, with the only 
difference that egocentrism is replaced by ethnocentrism. The naive 
ethnocentric assumption that peoples all over the world are similar, or 
at least, follow a way similar to ours, has been replaced by amazement 
in the face of the ‘strangeness’ of alien customs and morals, which 
become the object of an external classification, alongside with a com- 
plete inability to understand their internal coherence. Later on there 
comes understanding of the structural and functional unity in the life 
of an ethnos, accompanied by relativism and a stress on the ethno- 
cultural peculiarities. Finally there emerges the endeavour to explain 
these peculiarities not only by including them in a specific social and 
historical context, but also by comprehending the existential meaning 
of every institution, social norm, standard, etc. The complexity of this 
task inevitably brings forth a higher level of theoretical and method- 
ological reflection, in which the unconscious ethnocentrism of the 
researcher as well as the imperfection of his methodological tools may be 
overcome. The longing for objective knowledge, which does not take 
any person for a simple echo of one’s own self, is combined with dis- 
appointment with naturalistic models, regarding others as mere 
objects, and thus being unable to perceive their subjective selves, and 
unable to go beyond the saying: ‘east is east and west is west . . ? 

However, the relation between objects, problems and methods in 
modern science forms a very complicated pattern which does not and 
cannot coincide with traditional interdisciplinary boundaries, which 
have emerged spontaneously and in answer to quite different problems. 
Alongside ‘classical’ monodisciplinary topics, the elaboration of which 
remains fully in the hands of specific scholars and which nobody else 
would attempt to undertake (either due to their great specificity or to 
their small attractiveness for others), there emerges a number of mar- 
ginal fields of study and problems, interdisciplinary by their very 
nature, which cannot be solved in terms of any single discipline. This 
gives rise to certain difficulties. Every science is but a game with its own 
rules which are not to be altered at will nor to be supplemented by 
others (this being especially true if applied to methodology). But new 
problems cannot be kept within the limits of old boundaries and tra- 
ditions. And if we are not carried along by the very procedures of a 
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scientific game, but are keenly interested in the dynamics of a social 
phenomenon, we must use a new approach to the problem or, unless 
more elaborate theories are developed, we should at least consider in 
what ways this problem is conceptualised by neighbouring sciences. 
The comparison (or, rather, juxtaposition) of approaches seems to be 
more fruitful than the concern with preserving interdisciplinary bound- 
aries which have long since lost their watchtowers or their guards. 

Bearing all this in mind, what should be our conception of the re- 
lations between ethnology and psychology? Their connections have 
always been very close. Bromley? justly says that ethnography and 
psychology are jointly interested in two fields of scientific problems. 
The first and widest comprises the study of national character, peculi- 
arities of ethnic mentality, the character of the culture derived 
therefrom, the symbolic world, moral and ethnic norms, and the value 
orientations of diverse peoples. The features appropriate to ethnic 
psychology may be expressed immediately in ideological forms (such as 
art, religion, etc.) or indirectly through specific ways of culture trans- 
mission, child rearing and socialisation, sex role differentiation, etc. In 
the narrow and more specified limits of research we may name the 
ethnic self-awareness proper, that is, how and in what terms do indi- 
viduals conceive their ethnic affiliation and the meaning they attach to 
the idea; the ethnic stereotypes and auto-stereotypes, and their tenden- 
cies and mechanisms of transformation under the impact of education, 
interethnic contacts, the internationalisation of everyday life and 
means of production. 

Each of these problems may be considered on three different levels: 
first the macrosocial, or sociological (that is, in what ways will certain 
features and relations be implemented in culture, social structure and 
modes of life of a nation); secondly the interpersonal, or socio- 
psychological (in what forms will they be reflected in immediate 
inter-personal relations and contacts); thirdly the intra-individual, or 
psychological (their manifestation in the qualities and traits of an indi- 
vidual, in his social attitudes, value orientations, etc.). These aspects 
may be regarded as mutually complementary yet their study calls for 
specific research methods and ‘belongs’ to different branches of science. 

Incompliance with the existing traditions, ethnography deals chiefly 
with psychic processes and characteristics implemented and obj ectified 
in a certain culture, whereas the manifestation of these ethnocultural 
features in the individual is the task of psychology. Each of these sci- 
ences cannot exist separately or proceed without the aid of the others. 
Disregarding the ethnocultural differences, the psychologist risks ap- 
plying some specific characteristics of, say, an American schoolboy to 
human nature at large (this has often been the case); but the ethno- 
grapher, too, cannot explain these differences without making the most 
of his experience in psychology. Even while studying common prob- 
lems of ethno-psychology they will use different approaches. The 
ethnographer is inclined to generalise his findings concerning national 
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character, etc. on the basis of synoptic investigations in the phenomena 
of culture, language, religion and institutions of socialisation. On the 
other hand, the psychologist will draw his conclusions from statistical 
data comprising his experimental study of individuals belonging to 
various ethnic groups. That also means professional training. 

Still, however important their diversity, the two disciplines not only 
complete one another, but also mutually penetrate one into the other. 
In our days the psychologists take it for granted that no specific theory 
can be considered valid or universal without being confirmed by cross- 
cultural research, and in ethnography more and more importance is 
ascribed to ‘psychological’ topics. In a review of ‘psychological anthro- 
pology’, in The Handbook of Social ana Cultural Anthropology® Erica 
Bourguignon mentions, amongst others, the problems of behavioural 
evolution, the psychic unity of mankind and the general character of 
human nature, the comparative study of perception and cognition, 
personality, child training and socialisation, cultural changes, and cross- 
cultural statistics. The Handbook also contains separate reviews of 
cognitive anthropology (by Durbin), belief systems (by Black), symbolism 
in the ritual context (by Munn), cultural psychiatry (by Kennedy), 
identity, culture, and behaviour (by Robbins). 

It remains all but surprising and symptomatic that, among these 
problems, no mention has been made of ‘ethnopsychology’. However 
widely this term is used, Guillemain, editor of the journal Ethnopsycho- 
logie, calling it ‘too bad’, proposes to substitute for it ‘differential 
collective ethology’.t Nobody would deny the necessity of studying ethnic 
peculiarities in behaviour and mentality. But within which theoretical 
and methodological system should this study be located? Numerous 
fields of knowledge, the titles of which begin with ‘ethno-’ (ethnosocio- 
logy, ethnolinguistics, ethnodemography, ethnogeography, etc.), are 
theoretically and methodologically the branches of respective funda- 
mental sciences (sociology, linguistics, etc.), the prefix ‘ethno-’ being 
used only as a definition of their objects. In fact, for the study of 
‘psychology of peoples’ the traditional methods of psychology are 
evidently insufficient. Hence the diversity of theoretical and method- 
ological orientations. American cultural anthropology, in the works of 
Mead, Benedict, Linton, Kardiner and Kluckhohn, stresses the study 
of psychological types of personality and methods of socialisation, 
whereas British social anthropology, beginning with Radcliffe-Brown, 
displays a strong tendency towards the analysis of social structure; the 
French school, following the example of Durkheim, Lévy-Bruhl and 
Mauss, points out the importance of the genesis of collective represen- 
tation, which includes the notion of personality (see, for example, 
works by Griaule and Leenhardt). This divergence in orientation, 
though partly obliterated nowadays, is still visibly present.* 

All these problems are also widely discussed in Soviet science. A 
number of works have been published during the current decade in the 
USSR, dealing with general methodological principles of research in 
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ethnopsychology,® national character,’ correlation of ethnic con- 
sciousness and spiritual culture,* problems of ethnic self-awareness,’ 
the nature of ethnic stereotypes and prejudice’ and psychological 
aspects of international relations in USSR.'! Immediately related to 
these are the studies in the fields of psycho- and socio-linguistics. 

Of course, Soviet and western studies effectively differ in many ways. 
Soviet authors are eager to set up ideological boundaries against bio- 
logically oriented theories and attempts to reduce the social structure of 
a society and even the historical process itself to some universal psychic 
factors, as was the case in ‘psychological sociology’ or in psychoanalysis 
in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. The majority of 
Soviet publications are closer to philosophy, sociology and culturology 
than they are to psychology proper. A few essays approaching these 
subjects have been written by psychologists, but they were concerned 
not so much with the study of ethno-specific aspects of mental processes, 
as with their historical development.'? Among western publi- 
cations most acclaimed is the French school of historical psychology 
headed by Meyerson, et al. Lately several empirical studies on ethnic 
attitudes and stereotypes have appeared, based on methods of social 
psychology.'’ 

Accepting the reality of psychological differences between nations, 
Soviet scholars see them as resulting from social and historical 
development, and explain them as influenced by a long period of coha- 
bitation in common natural environment, with common social activity 
and specific channels of communication. The unique features of the 
psychic constitution of a nation (national character) and of national 
culture do not exclude the fact that all elements of these structures may 
be reproducible, or present in many other nations. Any ethno- 
psychological trait should be considered as relative, and presuppose 
some kind of comparison with other ethnic communities. The firm 
stability of certain ethno-psychological qualities does not exclude their 
historical variability under the influence of changes in life conditions, 
including cross-ethnic contacts. Whether and to what degree the typi- 
cal features of an ethnos, implemented in its culture, are also dissipated 
among the individuals forming this ethnic group, is considered a ques- 
tion open for discussion. Were this question answered positively, one 
nevertheless would not but seek the presence of important individual 
variations, to which, ina class society, the social class differences are to 
be added, which may outweigh the ethnic influences (this being the 
major argument against the theory of ‘basic personality’). 

Based on these shared positions, Soviet scholars do, however, have 
some divergent ideas. Some authors, while acknowledging the differ- 
ences between national cultures, are in opposition to such notions as 
‘national character’ or ‘national type of mentality’ as psychological 
phenomena; the respective section of a popular textbook on social 
psychology is cautiously entitled not ‘National psychology’, but 
‘National features in psychology’.'* The ethno-specific traits may be 
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differently reflected in various elements of culture. Although the 
‘national halo’ is implemented in many forms of all arts, its intensity 
and definition are far from equally expressed. Kagan’ says that we, for 
instance, can easily make sense of the difference in the musical orders of 
Russian and Italian songs, in Ukrainian and Uzbek decorative orna- 
ment, in plastic forms of American and Chinese architecture, but there 
is no such thing as ‘Russian drawing’, ‘German colours’, ‘Spanish per- 
spective’, ‘English proportion’, ‘Georgian composition’, and so on. The 
problem of ethnospecific features implied in unconscious psychic pro- 
cesses has not as yet been fully investigated. 

Speaking of collaboration of ethnography and psychology, we have 
to consider the internal differentiations of both disciplines. The study of 
national character is closely related to the psychology of personality, 
whereas the ethnic stereotypes are related to social psychology, and age 
stratification to the psychology of development. We should also 
remember that the mutual interaction of ethnography and psychology 
is never exclusively binary, being always under the influence of certain 
sociological and historical variables. That is, if the ethnographer is in- 
terested in the division of labour between men and women (sex roles), 
and in the respective stereotypes of an ethnos, he will have to take into 
account the findings of contemporary psychology in sex differences, as 
one of the aspects of differential psychology; but in doing so he will also 
have to make use of the sociological conception of sex role and of con- 
comitant historical data. 

The diversity of possible interpretations of any phenomenon in ques- 
tion is evident: we may regard the ritual of initiation (rite de passage) 
either as an element of ethno-specific cultural symbolism, or as a 
special case of life-span periodisation, or as a social mechanism linking 
age stratification with inter-generational culture transmission. All this 
requires not only thorough interdisciplinary knowledge, but also logi- 
cal lucidity and a systematic approach to the problem. 

I would like to illustrate this complexity by one example which, to my 
mind, is extremely exciting. It is the problem of self, or rather, of self- 
image. The individual’s idea of himself is an important element both of 
culture and of personality. The self-image may be considered from dif- 
ferent points of view. There can be no reasonable activity without some 
kind of self-awareness. But the self-image has some special aspects too: 
the psychological differential — it depends on sex, age and individual 
qualities; the socio-historical element — modern man sees himself differ- 
ently from a man in the Middle Ages; and the ethno-psychological — the 
difference between a European and an African, or another self. How 
can these aspects be coordinated? 

Initial investigations of the problem’® were based on the direct con- 
trast between the integral, autonomous and invisible self of a ‘civilised’ 
European and the diffuse, vague self of a ‘primitive’, with no idea of his 
own personality, with an identity which is a mere lien de participation. But 
starting with the paper of Mauss,"” this overall contrast of ‘primitive’ 
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and ‘civilised’ selves has given way to comparison of concrete notions of 
self in various cultures and ethnoses. The historical aspect of this pro- 
cess has been developed by the French school of historical psychology 
(e.g. Meyerson and Vernant) the principles of which were fully imple- 
mented in the papers of the interdisciplinary colloquium on personality 
problems.!* The ethnological line of research, less uniform in its theor- 
etical orientation (here I have in mind the influence of psychoanalysis) 
was represented by the researches of, for example, Griaule, Leenhardt, 
Dieterlen, Thomas, Benedict, Fortes, Hollowell and Honigmann. The 
results of this research were reflected in the papers of the Symposium La 
Notion de Personne en Afrique Noire.’ 

These diverse scientific trends do however have a shared tendency to 
overcome the dangers of evolutionism and Euro-centrism, by limit- 
ing their researches with an attempt to reconstruct the system of 
notions belonging to a specific culture, such as that of ancient Greece or 
of a distinct ethnos, be it the Bambara, Dogons, or Melanesians. This 
approach helps to describe individual traits of a given culture and its 
type of personality, and has some advantages over general philosophic 
speculations. But do these individual patterns express some general 
trends and stages in the development of human self-awareness and per- 
sonality? 

In almost every book describing the Japanese personality”? the 
authors point to the fact that European culture regards the individual 
as an autonomous subject of his activities, and underlines the entity, in- 
tegrity and identity in all manifestations of his self; the splintered image 
of self, the lack of unity are regarded as abnormal, unwholesome and 
even pathological. A contrary opinion exists in traditional Japanese 
culture, where the dependence of the individual on his social group is 
stressed, and the person is seen instead as a complex system of different 
‘ranges’ of duties and responsibilities: duties towards one’s Emperor 
which are combined in the range of chu; duties towards one’s parents — 
the range of ko; duties towards people who have done any favour to the 
person — the range of giri; duties of fidelity, loyalty and humanity — the 
range of jin; responsibility to one’s own self in the domain of feelings 
and physical pleasures — the range ninjo. Europeans will evaluate a 
person ‘as a whole’, believing all his actions in different circumstances 
to be the external manifestation of his identity. In Japan the value of 
any person is relative and dependent on the range within which his 

actions are considered. The Japanese would not name a person good or 
bad, in general, but they will say that he knows the jim, but is ignorant of 
the gir. The European concept explains the actions of men from 
‘within’, assuming that he is doing this or that out of his feelings of 
gratitude, patriotism, or from mercenary motives, and so on; from the 
moral aspect, the motive of the action is often considered more import- 
ant than the deed itself. In Japan one’s behaviour is expected to depend 
on general rules, regulations and moral norms: the person should act in 
this or that way minding the chu, ko or giri. It is not so important why the 
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person is doing this or that, but rather whether he is doing the right or 
wrong thing in the light of the socially approved schedule of duties. 

These diversities are interrelated with the system of social and cultu- 
ral conditions. The traditional Japanese culture was formed under the 
strong influence of Confucianism, and is not individualistic in its core. 
The individual is considered, not as an absolute value, but as a cluster of 
specific duties and responsibilities derived from his belonging to his 
family or community. 


In traditional Japan, the self-awareness of a Japanese was fused 
with some conception of expected role behaviour, often idealized in 
his mind asa set of internalized standards or directives. Accordingly, 
in psychological terms, his ‘ego ideal’ was conceptualized as some 
particular form of idealized role behaviour. A Japanese would have felt 
uncomfortable in thinking of his ‘self’ as something separable from 
his role.?! 


Though this contrast of a European with a Japanese seems to be 
valid and does not arouse any doubts, two questions may still be asked: 
first, are these differences ethno-specific and characteristic of the 
Japanese only, or is this type of self-image typical for a certain stage of 
socio-economic and cultural development? Secondly, how close is the 
correspondence of cultural symbols implemented in religion and philo- 
sophy, with the ideas and behaviour of the individual, and vice versa? In 
other words, do the Europeans and the Japanese really feel and act in 
the ways prescribed by their respective traditional models, or, on the 
contrary, strict and powerful though these symbols might be in theory, 
are they perhaps not as effective and obvious in every-day practice? 
The contrasting of ‘polar profiles’ allows one to highlight the differ- 
ences, but one is in danger of overestimating them. However different 
Japan and Europe may be, the Japanese idea of self is in some 
aspects similar to the notion of personality existing in medieval 
Europe.?? In modern Japan urban youth is becoming ever more ego- 
centric, and lays more value on the motives of personal self-assertion 
and achievement, which in the past would have been symbolised in 
terms of familial affiliation or loyalty to one’s particular group. The 
results of mass questionnaires show that the number of Japanese pre- 
ferring the ideal of ‘easy-going life’ has increased from 32 per cent in 
1953 to 62 per cent in 1973, whereas the number of advocates of the 
‘moralistic mode of living’ has decreased from 39 to 16 per cent.”® 
Nevertheless, certain traditional ethno-psychological features have 
been preserved in cultural standards as well as in individual minds. 
Social psychologists** engaged in the study of ethnic stereotypes have 
compared the self-descriptions of six-, ten-, fourteen-year-old children 
belonging to various ethno-linguistic groups (e.g. Americans, French, 
Germans, English and French Canadians, Brazilians, Turks, and 
Lebanese). They were to answer the questions: ‘What are you?; What 
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else are you?; Can you think of anything else you are?’ The Japanese 
children were a great contrast to all other children: due to the paucity of 
their self-descriptions they used far fewer self-characterisations than 
other children, although the sample included children of nations at a 
lower stage of socio-economic development than the Japanese. The 
mass questionnaires also show that ‘the pattern of behaviour in social 
life, whose supporters never assert independence nor approve of it in 
others and place great importance on personal relations, has remained 
constant though there were many changes in various other opinions. A 
sense of the ‘individual’ is veiled in the mist of a sense of ‘group’, as it 
were’.25 That means that the ethno-psychological differences, whatever 
their historical sources might be, are very stable and are expressed not 
only in generalised cultural symbols, but also in the commonplace 
mind. 

But here we run into another difficulty. Ideological forms, be they re- 
ligion or philosophy, are systemic wholes and this makes their study 
easier. In the course of ethnological research the degree of clarity and 
systemic consistency is, as it were, even further increased by the efforts 
of scholars who place the amorphous (as they see it) data into a strict 
logically consecutive scheme. But by this process the inconsistency and 
incongruity immanent in every culture are almost always diminished, 
and its internal substantive and functional nuances and contradictions 
are obliterated. (For criticism of statements resulting from the organi- 
sation of oral evidence into tables, see Goody. )*® 

Typological procedures and notions (as, for instance, the ‘African 
personality’) underline the original, individual character of the subject 
in question and help to interpret it as a certain whole. But if its implicit 
frame of reference is not taken into account (for example, that the 
notion of ‘African personality’ has meaning only as the antithesis of 
‘European personality’), one is in danger of overgeneralising and 
exaggerating ethnospecific traits of an individual, or culture. The con- 
ception of man articulated in the belief-systems of a given culture, and 
the individual self-image revealed by empirical psychology, will never 
fully coincide. 

The comparative and historical studies of the notion of personality 
are undoubtedly very important and valuable. But modern psychology 
does not regard the self-image as a mere cognitive construction (a con- 
cept, or an idea) but also as a social attitude, or better, as an attitude 
cluster, in which the cognitive elements (the self-idea, etc.) are tightly 
connected with emotional (self-evaluation, etc.) dnd behavioural ele- 
ments as well. The various elements of this attitude cluster are not formed 
simultaneously and may have different meanings at different stages of 
the life cycle, being dependent on the nature of one’s personal experi- 
ence and activities. That is why the comparison of self-images of 
different individuals should be undertaken not from one aspect alone, 
but along the lines of various parameters, such as the degree of cognitive 
complexity, stability, internal coherence, self-consciousness, and self- 
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esteem. 

This conceptual framework, with some modifications, may also be 
applied to ethno-psychology, possibly allowing an increase in the 
number of cross-cultural comparisons. But we have to remember that 
analytical reduction of the complex to the simple, of the whole to the 
combination of qualities and of the structure to its elements, entails the 
danger of blurring and underrating the qualitative, individual distinc- 
tions between cultures. 

The typological and statistical methods of approach cannot be 
reduced one to the other; nor can the culturological and the indi- 
vidual-psychological levels of investigation. And that is why they are 
always complementary. Both culture and personality can be studied on 
different levels, and the higher their stage of development is, the greater 
and more important is the range of individual variations. Psychology 
helps the ethnologist to understand that the ‘pluralisme cohérent”? of 
the African personality, so important on the level of cultural symbolism, 
does not exclude the awareness by the African of his psychophysiological 
identity which is a necessary component and condition of any purpose- 
ful activity and behavioural continuity. 

On the other hand, psychologists found that illiterate peasants from 
backward regions in Uzbekistan, in the early 1930s, were at a loss when 
asked to characterise their inner states and qualities, trying instead to 
describe their actions, or outward circumstances (e.g. naming among 
their ‘foibles’, their ‘bad neighbours’)?* and will not only be led to 
interpret these matters as a certain developmental stage of cognitive pro- 
cesses, but will also have to take into account the position of the 
individual in the traditional culture of his respondents. 

The principle of historicism, equally important for ethnography as 
for psychology, is not synonymous with vulgar evolutionism, but is its 
opposite, because it conceives the process of historical development to 
be as divergent as ontogenesis itself. ‘The essence of the problem is not to 
be reduced to the degree of development of individuality, or even to the 
value ascribed to it by a given culture. (The desire ‘to free a person from 
his self’, typical of the Chinese and Japanese cultural tradition, indicates 
in fact the existence of this self, a point which should not be overlooked.) 
It is only the systematic contrasting and comparison of the dif- 
ferent types of individual development in ethnosocial environments 
which will lead to the understanding of the overall regularities in the 
formation of the human self and self-awareness. And this is a shared 
problem for psychology and ethnology. 
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PART V 


Anthropology and religion 


V. BASILOV 


The study of religions in Soviet ethnography 


The study of religions, which forms an essential part of the history of 
culture of every nation, is an important field of Soviet ethnography. 

Inthe 1940s and 50s ethnographers concentrated mostly on material 
culture and social institutions of all kinds, but already in the late 1950s 
an interest in the problems of religions was revived. 

For several decades now extensive investigations of the religious 
beliefs of the peoples of the world (especially peoples of the USSR) have 
been carried out by Soviet ethnographers. Rich factual data concerning 
the traditional religions of the peoples of one-sixth of the world have 
been accumulated. As a result of this work we now have a detailed and 
comprehensive picture of the religious traditions of all the peoples of the 
Soviet Union; and in a number of cases, the specific character of re- 
ligious beliefs and rites of specified groups within this or that people 
(ethnos). 

The research of Soviet ethnographers into religious phenomena is 
based on Marxist methodology. This means, above all, that we ap- 
proach religion from a materialist position, i.e., we seek the ‘earthly 
roots’ of religious beliefs. Furthermore, Marxism defines with precision 
the place of religion among other phenomena connected with human 
activity: religion is a form of social consciousness. Such a conception of 
the nature of religion underlies the more elaborate definitions of it, and 
is shared by all Soviet scholars. It explains the character of the inter- 
relations between religion and other phenomena of social life. It also 
shows that religion belongs to superstructural phenomena determined 
by the basis, i.e., the system of the relations of production of people 
within an economic system.! In revealing the social nature of religion 
Marxism emphasises that religion is only a fantastic (twisted, irration- 
al) reflection of the people’s material life which takes the form of images 
of a supernatural world. Religion develops, like any other kind of ideo- 
logy, as a result of processes going on in society. Changes in religious 
beliefs and customs are at best reflections of changes in economic, social 
or family relations. The history of religion cannot be separated from the 
history of society. 


232 Part V: Anthropology and religion 


iii alee ae eee EET a 

The above is a general theoretical basis for various specific investi- 
gations of Soviet scholars in the sphere of study of religions; it 
determines the basic differences between our methodological approach 
and that of non-Marxist trends in western studies of religions, includ- 
ing researches in ethnology. 

Of course, we know that western studies of religion are represented 
by various trends —from the apologetical ones to schools which have de- 
veloped concepts close to those of Marxism. For instance, statements 
that religious phenomena are ofa social nature, that definite systems of 
beliefs are socially determined, may be found in the works of western 
scholars. Thus Smith has said that in totemism a man transfers the fea- 
tures of a social structure to the whole of nature; the same thought had 
been expressed in different words by Jevons, Frazer and others. Durk- 
heim put forward the more general conception that a deity was a 
personification, a symbol of society’s unity. For Lévy-Bruhl a specific 
character of the collective ideas was the reason for the peculiarities of a 
primitive society’s beliefs. 

But allowing that many of the concrete conclusions reached by these 
scholars constituted a positive contribution and were carefully substan- 
tiated, we nevertheless think that their account of the social roots of 
religion adds nothing basically new to Marxism. Moreover, the prob- 
lem of the social nature of religion is accounted for in Marxism with 
greater accuracy and, in essence, exhaustively. Thus Durkheim defined 
society as a sum-total of psychic interconnections, and this idealistic 
position did not allow him to see religion as a phenomenon conditioned 
by specific features of social life. Furthermore, due to the complicated 
development of anthropology in western countries, conceptions close to 

Marxism, worked out by a number of prominent scientists, did not 
serve as the basis for the study of religion. Suffice it to say that many 
scholars, trying to locate the social roots of religion, are still ready to 
invoke Freud’s ideas. For instance, Spiro (who, judging by the number 
of printings of his theoretical work,? to some degree reflects the contem- 
porary state of mind of western anthropologists) asserts that Freud is 
superior as a scientist to Durkheim and declares that Freud’s theory 
explains cross-cultural differences of religious phenomena determined 


by concrete cultures. 


If personal projective systems, which form the basis for religious 
belief, are developed in early childhood experiences, it can be de- 
duced that differences in religious beliefs will vary systematically 
with differences in family (including socialisation) systems which 
structure these experiences.” 


Such a use of Freud’s conclusions is utterly impossible in the Soviet 
study of religion. Freud has extended his conclusions based on his study 
of a specific stratum of a specific society to the whole of humanity. The 


limitations and anti-historicity of his views are obvious; the notorious 
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Pe SS 
Oedipus complex which Freud believed to be characteristic of all man- 


kind, will serve as a proof of our thesis.* Even Freud’s admirers make 
reservations to the effect that Freud’s main ideas should not be taken 
literally. According to Spiro, for instance, in Freud’s statement that a 
child projects his image of father onto the the almighty god, one should 
see the general theory, indicating the role of the family in the formation 
of religious views.* 

Such an ‘improvement’ of central ideas is in effect a revision of 
Freud’s ideas: Freud deduced religion, first of all, from the unchange- 
able peculiarities of the psyche. But even when filled with new 
contents, Freudism admits the social basis of religion only within the 
narrow limits of the family, or at best in a kin group. But the social 
essence of religion cannot be identified with the family. It is well known 
that the family is just one element of society, and not a determinative 
one, either. On the contrary, the form of the family depends on the 
character of social relations in general, and changes in family structure 
have always resulted from changes in socio-economic formations. The 
concrete analysis of Christianity made by Marx and Engels showed 
that the character of the whole society and, in particular, the existence 
of antagonistic classes, was reflected in this particular religious system. 
This conclusion has been confirmed in many works by Soviet scholars. 

In every religious system one can find a number of ideas that reflect 
the real needs of some classes or of the whole of society. People seek 
ways to satisfy their requirements, and alongside rational activity they 
resort to the sphere of religion. So, the origin of Christianity was determined 
by the need of the society to find a way out of the existing miser- 
able conditions of life. There was no real way out of the situation, and it 
was substituted by an illusory one — the belief that the God-Saviour 
would soon come and put an end to that sinful world. As a result of 
changes in the character of social needs the religious ideas born of these 
needs change or lose their significance. For instance, the slogan of ‘a 
holy war’ against ‘the infidel’ which reflected the readiness of Arabs 
for military expansion, very soon lost its importance and in practice did 
not influence the religious life of the Moslem world. 

Characterising the Marxist approach to the study of religion, we 
must bear in mind that Marxism also takes into consideration the influ- 
ence which religious ideology, like every superstructural phenomenon, 
has on its socio-economic base. But the interrelation between the speci- 
fic features of a religious system and a form of social organisation 
should not be understood in a straightforward and oversimplified way.® 
Though the evolution of religion is determined by fundamental changes 
in social life, there is no complete harmony between different stages of 
development of society and of religion. Suffice it to say that Christianity 
has been able to survive as a special religious system while societies that 
created it have passed from slavery through feudalism to capitalism. Of 
course, Christianity has substantially changed during this period, but 

its main dogmas, many specific beliefs and rituals have not been lost. 
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Marxism proceeds from the assumption that social consciousness is 
more conservative than social being, and that religion is the most con- 
servative form of ideology. 

‘Religion once formed, always contains traditional material . . .” 
These and other well-known theses of Marxism form the theoretical 
and methodological basis for the study of religion in the Soviet Union. 
As these principles are shared by all social sciences and as ethnographic 
data are of paramount importance for the study of religion it is hard to 
distinguish between ‘purely’ ethnographic works and the works of 
philosophers, historians and folklorists. It is not that those disciplines 
study different aspects of the problem and have different tasks, on the 
contrary, historians and philosophers (such as Franzev, Kryvelev and 
others) have made extensive use of ethnographic material, and ethno- 
graphers (Sternberg, Tokarev and others) have made attempts to 
classify religions and to analyse the world ethnographic data with a 
view to eliciting general regularities of religious development (see, for 
instance, works by Zelenin, Zolotarev and others). The historian Kli- 
banov used ethnographic material collected by him and his colleagues 
in his own studies of Christian sectarianism. Folklorists who considered 
folklore as a source for the study of religious beliefs (Propp, Meletinsky 
and others), resorted to ethnographic data as well. (Incidentally, the con- 
nection of the ethnographic study of religions with folklore studies is 
traditional in Russia, and has its roots in the folklorist Veselovsky’s 
conception of syncretism, which leads one to see poetry, the dance, 
music and singing as indispensable integral parts of a religious cere- 
monial act.) The close connection of folklore studies and ethnography 
is a good basis for a recently-developed tendency towards convergence 
in the comparative-historical study of ritual folklore. 

Thus, the ethnographic investigation of religion can be viewed as a 
part of the general study of religion. Despite the interweaving of the 
above-mentioned disciplines, ethnographic studies still have their dis- 
tinctive feature, namely, attention to the ethnic specifics of religious 
beliefs and rituals. Thus, the character of the ethnographic study of 
religions is defined merely by the subject-matter and the tasks of ethno- 
graphy; we can hardly talk about any distinctive ethnographic 
approach to the study of religion. 

For the ethnographer, religion is an integral part of a people’s spiri- 
tual culture, closely connected with the other cultural components; 
that is why monographs, describing the culture of this or that 
people, usually contain a section on religious beliefs and rites. 

Studies of the culture of any people take into consideration its 
relations with other peoples at different historical stages. Genetic, 
political or neighbourly links have left their more or less noticeable 
marks ona people’s culture. Hence the close connection of the study of 
traditional culture with investigations of ethnogenesis and ethnic 
history of peoples, so characteristic of Soviet ethnography. Religious tra- 
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given people. It is known that in spite of the identity of many religious 
phenomena in the culture of different peoples (resulting from the gen- 
eral regularities of development of societies reflected in the religious 
ideology), similar forms of religions or cults (like, for instance, agricul- 
tural rituals) differ in certain ways, depending on the specific character 
of a given culture. In the course of cultural contacts, going on for 
centuries, various cultural elements, including religious traditions orig- 
inally formed in other ethnic media, are absorbed; as a result the old 
forms of religious life of a people are changed. Certain characteristics 
of religious beliefs and rites are a reliable indication of former ethnic 
contacts; therefore the data on religious beliefs and rituals are exten- 
sively used in ethnographic studies for reconstructing the process of 
formation of an ethnos. In many publications in which religious 
phenomena are analysed from the viewpoint of religious syncretism, 
they are likewise considered from the point of view of their ethnical 
character.® 

As ethnography studies peoples at all stages of development, eth- 
nographic study of religious beliefs has no chronological boundaries. 
Ethnographers investigate religion at all stages of its existence — from 
the inception of the first religious notions to the beliefs of today, when 
religion as a social phenomenon is falling into decline, and has an ever 
decreasing influence upon society. 

The interest in early (primitive) beliefs is not, as is known, a distinc- 
tive part of Soviet ethnography; many western scholars are also 
engaged in the study of early forms of religion. This is natural; ethno- 
graphic material is almost the only source of our knowledge of primitive 
religions. 

Soviet science does not share the view, widespread in the West, that 
science is unable to understand the mechanism of the inception of 
religion and its development at early stages. Along with historians and 
philosophers, Soviet ethnographers take part in investigating the 
problem of the origin of religion.® Since the character of religion is determi- 
ned by the level of development of a society, we are justified in regarding 
the religions of peoples observable at the stage of the primitive com- 
munity as similar to those of early human collectivities, though of 
course to identify the former with the latter would be a mistake. The 
study of religious beliefs of the peoples representing various stages of 
development allows the scholar to establish the historical succession of 
early forms of religion. 

The study of history of religions has always been an important task of 
ethnography. Already in the nineteenth century, ethnographic ma- 
terial served as a basis for the comparative study of religions and made 
it possible to understand how religious concepts had evolved since pre- 
historic times. This approach to religious phenomena, elaborated 
by evolutionists, is used and enriched by Soviet ethnography. Even in 
descriptive works, when religious life is regarded as an ethnographic 
feature of a given people’s culture, this approach implies that the infor- 
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mation presented may be used to correct the general schemes and con- 
cepts of the study of religion. 

All this testifies to a certain connection of evolutionism with the trad- 
itions of Soviet ethnography. Contrary to certain western trends, 
Soviet ethnography has never fostered the absolute denial of evol- 
utionism. It is natural for us to refer to fundamental works of prominent 
representatives of evolutionism, who have done enormous work on the 
accumulation, classification and analysis of vast factual material and 
who substantiated a number of conceptions which have furthered the 
advancement of science, and have been confirmed over and over again. 

The shortcomings of evolutionism (a certain schematism, emphasis 
on the supposed uninterrupted character of development common for 
all peoples, etc.), which are the reasons for the rejection of evolutionism 
inthe West, should not make us overlook its positive sides. Based on the 
comparative analysis of exceedingly rich factual data, evolutionism has 
made a great contribution to the social sciences. Those western schol- 
ars who were not satisfied with evolutionism should have directed their 
criticism to certain oversimplified conceptions, and not to the general 
idea of discovering regularities in the historical development of man- 
kind as such. Damning evolutionism is a case of throwing out the baby 
with the bath water. 

In their criticism of evolutionism, Soviet scholars proceed from 
another point of view. Soviet ethnography is based on Marxist philo- 
sophy, using the methodological principles of materialist dialectics. 
Compared with Marxist theory, which gives an account of the driving 
forces of the social historical process in all their multiformity, the gen- 
eral idea of the cultural evolution of mankind, which has given a name 
to a whole trend in the social sciences, looks rather feeble. Soviet ethno- 
graphers do criticise evolutionism, but at the same time value highly 
many of its specific conclusions and its material. 

Soviet works on the study of religion are at one in striving to reveal the 
dependence of the character of religious beliefs of a people on their 
social existence. The acknowledgment of a decisive role for this depen- 
dence, following from Marxist methodology, provides a basis for the 
classification systems of historical forms of religion proposed by Soviet 
scholars. Thus, the prominent Soviet ethnographer Tokarev believes 
that ‘the social side of religion is . . .the most essential part of it, which 
should be placed at the basis of any morphological classification of 
religious phenomena.” In Tokarev’s classification the criterion for dif- 
ferentiating between various historical forms of religion is the 
correspondence of religious phenomena to certain forms of organisa- 
tion of society and the material needs of its diverse social groups. 

It should be noted that Tokarev’s classification is not the only one in 
Soviet ethnography, although its influence upon the interpretation of 
factual material is visible in a number of concrete investigations. Re- 
cently a new classification, based on other principles and concepts, has 
been proposed by Kryvelev.'! While Tokarev took as the criterion of 
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classification the social role of religious phenomena, Kryvelev’s classi- 
fication is based upon the object and character of beliefs. Despite this 
difference, however, the thesis of the dependence of the form of religion 
upon the level of social development has not been disputed. 

The analysis of the social roots of religious ideology and cults is a 
major theme in works devoted to the study of concrete forms of religion 
and, in particular, those at early stages of its development. 

Thus, among early forms of religion, totemism had attracted the 
special attention of Soviet ethnographers. Methods of study and cri- 
teria were worked out according to which a whole complex of survivals 
was connected with totemism; the problem of reflection of the social 
structure in totemistic beliefs was also thoughtfully studied. Such inves- 
tigation of the conditions under which totemism originated made it 
possible to consider it the ideology of the clan in the process of forma- 
tion.!? These ideas were first formulated by outstanding western 
scholars. Soviet scientists have verified their conclusions on specific 
materials and have shown the historical development of this form of re- 
ligion in a more detailed way. Semenov’s point of view stands apart; he 
thinks that totemism emerged as a social phenomenon, and became a 
religion only in the course of time. 

The question of the interconnection between religion and social 
structure was also studied from the point of view of mythological sub- 
jects and personages and beliefs in ghosts which were interpreted as the 
survivals of the matriclan system.'® Some peculiarities of religious 
beliefs determined by the patriclan system were also noted." 

The connection between mythology and a dual social structure was 
traced in a number of works devoted to an analysis of dualistic myth- 
ology (i.e. myths with the general plot of the rivalry of two powers).'° 
The interrelation between mythology and initiation ritual was investi- 
gated in connection with the analysis of East Slavic fairy tales.'® A 
number of popular mythological subjects have been explained through 
an analysis of archaic social institutions." 

Ethnographic research into religious beliefs also presupposes the 
analysis of the contents of religious notions, with a view to revealing the 
specific character of individual phenomena and the nature of their 
interrelation with other elements or forms of religion. Tokarev, for 
instance, has made an attempt to analyse mythology as a special sphere 
of religion.'* Much attention has been given to magic, which in Soviet 
science is not opposed to religion, but is understood as part and parcel 
ofa religious cult.!? Among religious-magical beliefs and rituals, Toka- 
rev singled out some distinctive variants of magic (malignant, erotic, 
curative), treating them as special forms of religion. Kryvelev ex- 
tended the concept of magic to cover all religious ritual practice, at the 
same time admitting that it is possible to apply this term to the religious 
activity not inspired by the beliefs in supernatural beings, but based on 
the assumption of the automatic operation of supernatural ‘regular- 

ities’. Soviet scholars have contributed much to the study of shamanism. 
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They have gathered unique factual data and drawn a number of 
fruitful theoretical conclusions on the nature of this religious phenom- 

enon.” 

When analysing the contents of religious phenomena we take into 
consideration their historical development, since their contents are not 
unchangeable — in the course of time new ideas arise and some old ones 
disappear. Historicism in the study of religion is a prerequisite of Marx- 
ist-Leninist methodology. 

Soviet ethnographers pay special attention to data which help them 
to discover the origin and the history of a cult, a ritual or a belief de- 
scribed on the basis of ethnographic material and which, therefore, is 
chronologically limited. One may argue about the concrete conclusions 
on the genesis of this or that cult (festival, ceremonial, etc.), but the ap- 
proach itself in our opinion is necessary and fruitful. We cannot agree 
with the criticism of our western colleague Gellner,?! who says that 
Soviet ethnographers investigate the comet’s tail rather than the comet 
itself. This comparison is picturesque, but erroneous, for a comet 
doesn’t grow from its tail, while every religious phenomenon has been 
formed on the soil of already existing traditions, and has absorbed and 
transformed them according to new needs. It is difficult to give a good 
analysis of a present situation without information about the preceding 
one. That is why physicians study their patients’ anamneses. 

The analysis of factual meterial often makes it possible to trace the 
historical continuity of different forms of religion. Thus, the connection 
between shamanism and totemism has been shown in several works on 
shamanism. The study of shamanism has led scholars to interesting 
conclusions about the evolution of this form of religion (or this form of a 
religious cult). Thus, Sternberg put forward the idea of sexual selection 
being an archaic form of the consecration as a shaman.” Relatively 
recently this idea was corroborated on central Asian material. The dis- 
covery of shamanism among the Tadjiks is a fact of indisputable 
theoretical significance, because it provides a new argument for our 
general conclusion that shamanism was not a local but a widespread 
phenomenon.”* 

We also have interesting publications devoted to the problems of 
hunters’ cults, of the development of animistic concepts and the tra- 
ditions of representing spirits (the transition from the zoomorphous to 
the anthropomorphous images, ete.):** 

Ethnographers and folklorists studied East Slavic calendar rituals; 
their connections with the annual agricultural cycle as well as with 
ancestor worship was brought to light.28 Ancient production cults have 
been examined on East Slavonic and Central Asian material.” The 
prehistoric roots of certain beliefs and subjects of ‘mature’, late 
religions have been traced. Thus, Bogoraz showed that the myth of the 
dying and reviving animal precedes historically the myths of the dying 
and reviving agricultural diety.2” The image of the Virgin in the Ortho- 
dox Church has been examined against the background of a vast 
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amount of material on pre-Christian female deities.** 

Of all the disciplines studying religions, ethnography has the greatest 
interest in the phenomena of syncretism, characteristic of the everyday 
functioning of religion. This peculiarity of ethnographic investigations 
is determined by the very nature of ethnographic data, secured in close 
contact by a field researcher with people. It is possible, in the course of 
ethnographic research, to see the religious life of a people in all aspects — 
in the sphere of beliefs, in the sphere of rites, in the sphere of everyday 
behaviour. Ethnography is singled out from sciences studying religion 
by its own specific source of material. Furthermore, an ethnographer 
examines religion just in the very form in which it actually exists among 
people. It means that we are bound to investigate different forms of re- 
ligion closely interwoven with each other. Methodological orientation 
to the study of religion as a syncretic phenomenon is inseparable from 
the research into early forms of religion, which are available for investi- 
gation mostly on the basis of their fragments that have survived up to 
the present. Regligious syncretism is often examined on the basis of 
material drawn from ‘mature’ religions, in which there survive many 
traditions of former religious practices, going back to obscure anti- 
quity. 

The problem of everday existence of religion, which in many forms 
differs from the dogmatic and canonised ideal, has received thorough 
treatment in Soviet ethnography. In the 1920s and 30s a number of 
works devoted to ‘everyday orthodoxy’ came out; in recent years the 
interest in this problem has revived.?* In the last decade a number of 
works have appeared in which the syncretic character of everyday 
Islam was shown through concrete material dealing with the survivals 
of pre-Muslim cults which, having been absorbed by Islam, created 
distinctive everyday religious phenomena among different Muslim 
peoples.*° The conclusion has been substantiated in Soviet ethnogra- 
phic literature that Sufism in its popular forms had absorbed certain 
pre-Muslim traditions, especially shamanism. 

In their striving to deduce general regularities of development of re- 
ligion from concrete facts, Soviet scholars take into consideration such 
an important factor as the variation of phenomena of the same type, i.e. 
their local forms. Marxism asserts the general laws of historical pro- 
cesses common for all peoples, but admits at the same time the rich 
diversity of the local forms of development of society and culture, ac- 
quiring unique features under specific historical conditions. Moreover, 
cases of the degradation of societies and the subsequent decline of cul- 
ture are not ignored. 

The comparative-typological method is widely used in Soviet ethno- 
graphy. Thus the comparative-typological study of the West European 
calendar rituals has begun. In our work on regional historico- 
ethnographic atlases this method is also applied in the systematisation 
of material concerning religious beliefs and rituals. 

The ethnographic study of traditional religions is closely connected 
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a ene ee ee mime 
with the analysis of contemporary processes in everyday culture, for 
archaic beliefs, investigated with ethnographic methods, survive and 
function in interdependence with other beliefs, cultural elements and 
social institutions. Only ethnographic researches into the beliefs of 
today have given us an opportunity to notice that in the course of the 
general decline of a religion, a whole complex of most archaic ideas 
keeps its position in the traditional world view more firmly than do 
many concepts of later forms of religion. Snesarev was the first to dis- 
cover this in material concerning Uzbeks’ beliefs.*! In their study of 
contemporary religious beliefs, Soviet ethnographers do not limit their 
tasks to the problems of archaic phenomena, but also survey the whole 
contemporary religious situation. Philosophers, sociologists, and his- 
torians also investigate the contemporary forms of religion, but at pres- 
ent they are mostly interested in assembling the mass material through 
questionnaires.*? 

Ethnographic works are based above all on the data acquired by the 
traditional methods of field investigations: this allows a deeper charac- 
terisation of contemporary religious beliefs,** and shows their gradual 
disappearance in socialist society. 

While emphasising the unanimity of the methodological basis of eth- 
nographic study of religion in the USSR, we should note, however, that 
a number of major issues are also widely discussed. Suffice it to say that 
our scholars disagree on the definition of religion.®* Marxist general 
methodological principles are not an obstacle to putting forward new 
problems and to research in new spheres; and the use of methods and 
conceptions elaborated by western scholars is not excepted. 


NOTES 


1 See K. Marxand F. Engels, Selected Works, Moscow, 1955, vol-1, p. 363. 

2 MLE. Spiro, ‘Religion: problems of definition and explanation’, Anthropological Ap- 
proaches to the Study of Religion, London, 1973. 

3 Spiro, op. cit. pp. 102-3. 

4 For critical comments on the Oedipus complex see V. Propp, Historical Roots of the 
Fairy Tale, Leningrad, 1946; ‘Oedipus in the light of folklore’, Transactions of Leningrad 
University, 1944, no. 72, Philological Series, issue 9 (both in Russian). 

5 Spiro, op. cit., p. 103. 

6 See S. Tokarev, Early Forms of Religion and their Development, Moscow, 1964, pp. 11- 
12 (in Russian). 

7 K.Marxand F. Engels, Selected Works, Moscow, 1970, vol. 3. 

8 See, for instance, S. Abramzon, The Kirghiz and their Ethnogenetic and Historico- 
Cultural Relations, Leningrad, 1971, pp. 267-339. V. Dyakonova, The Tuvinians’ Funeral 
Ritual as an Ethno-Historical Source, Leningrad, 1975. N. Alexeyev, Traditional Religious 
Beliefs of the Yakuts in the 19th and early 20th Centuries, Novosibirsk, 1975 (all in Russian). 

9 See Yu. Semenov, How Mankind Came into Existence, Moscow, 1966 (in Russian). 

10 Tokarev, op. cit. 

11 See I. Kryvelev, The History of Religions, Moscow, 1975, vol. 1, p. 10 (in Russian). 

12 See A. Zolotarev, Survivals of Totemism among Siberian Peoples, Leningrad, 1934. D. 
Zelenin, ‘Ideological transference of man’s socio-tribal organisation on wild animals’, 


Izvestia AN SSSR: Social St 
society’, Sovietskata Etnogr 
Ethnography, Leningrad, 1 
Peoples, Moscow-Leningré 
13 N. Dyrenkova, ‘The 
Articles of MAE, Leningra 
Northern Eurasia and No 
nos. 4-5, V. Chernetsoy, * 
Etnografia, 1939, no. 2. V.{ 
Mansi ( Voguls), Leningrad, 
Dyrenkova, ‘Survivals of t 
Memory of V.G. Bogoraz, Mo} 


S. Tokarev, ‘Survivals of t 
Ethnography of the USSR AS, 
Tribal System and Religion, ¥ 
Religion of the Evenks and Pro 
(all in Russian). 

15 See, for instance, S. 
Society and Primitive Mytholog 

16 Propp, 1946, op. cit. 

17 E. Meletinsky, The 
Meletinsky, The Origin of 
1963 (both in Russian). 

18 S. Tokarev, ‘What is 
Moscow, 1962, vol. 10. Sd 
1936. A. Losev, Antique My 

19 E. Kagarov, ‘On the 
AS, Moscow, 1928, no. 11. 
Collection of Articles of MAE, 


ca? 


MAE, Petrograd, 1924, vol. 
revitalisation among the J 
graphy of the USSR AS, Mos 
Shamanism: the goddess 4 
guages of the East, Baku, 19 
the Yakuts of Vilyusk’, Tra 
11. N. Dyrenkova, ‘Data 
MAE, Moscow-Leningrat 
Shaman as it is understog 
ingrad, 1930, vol. 9. E, 
Samoyedian) Shaman’, Cy 
(allin Russian). 

21 See E. Gellner, “The 
ote 

22 See Sternberg, op. cij 

23 See O. Sukhareva, ‘ 
land Tadjiks’, Pre-Islamic B 

24 D. Gulia, Hunt Deitu 
D. Zelenin, ‘Taboo words 
lection of Articles of MAE, 
in Siberia, Moscow-Lening 
reindeer breeding rites’, C 


Se 
| in everyday culture, for 
hic methods, survive and 
fs, cultural elements and 
irches into the beliefs of 
that in the course of the 
ex of most archaic ideas 
lew more firmly than do 
sarev was the first to dis- 
eliefs.*! In their study of 
raphers do not limit their 
but also survey the whole 
Ts, sociologists, and his- 
1s of religion, but at pres- 
l€ Mass material through 


the data acquired by the 
s allows a deeper charac- 
and shows their gradual 


hodological basis of eth- 
ould note, however, that 
sed. Suffice it to say that 
gion.** Marxist general 
to putting forward new 
the use of methods and 
ot excepted. 


955, vol-1, p. 363. 
planation’, Anthropological Ap- 


. Propp, Historical Roots of the 
ore’, Transactions of Leningrad 
Russian). 


pment, Moscow, 1964, pp. 11- 


vol. 3. 

etr Ethnogenetic and Historico- 
nova, The Tuvinians’ Funeral 
lexeyev, Traditional Religious 
sk, 1975 (allin Russian). 
scow, 1966 (in Russian). 


, vol. 1, p. 10 (in Russian). 
Peoples, Leningrad, 1934. D. 
anisation on wild animals’, 


Basilov: The study of religions in Soviet ethnography 241 


Izvestia AN SSSR: Social Sciences Section, 1935, no. 4. S. Tolstov, ‘The problems of pre-clan 
society’, Sovietskaia Etnografia, 1931, nos. 3-4. L. Sternberg, Primitive Religion in the Light of 
Ethnography, Leningrad, 1936. D. Zelenin, Totem Trees in the Tales and Rites of European 
Peoples, Moscow-Leningrad, 1937. Semenov, op. cit. (all in Russian). 

13 N. Dyrenkova, ‘The fire cult among the Altaians and the Teleuts’, Collection of 
Articles of MAE, Leningrad, 1937, vol. 6. V. Bogoraz-Tan, ‘Main types of folklore of 
Northern Eurasia and North America’, Sovietskyi Folklor, Moscow-Leningrad, 1935, 
nos. 4-5. V. Chernetsov, ‘Fratrial organisation of the Ob-Ugrian society’, Sovietskaia 
Etnografia, 1939, no. 2. V. Chernetsov, ‘Vogul tales’, Collection of Folk Tales of the People 
Mansi (Voguls), Leningrad, 1935. V. Bogoraz, The Chukchi, Leningrad, 1939, vol. 2. N. 
Dyrenkova, ‘Survivals of the matriclan among the Altaian Turkic peoples’, To the 
Memory of V.G. Bogoraz, Moscow, 1937. G. Chursin, Ethnographic Data on Abkhazia, Suk- 
humi, 1957 (all in Russian). 

14 L. Potapov, ‘The cult of mountains in the Altai’, Sovietskaia Etnografia, 1946, no. 2. 
S. Tokarev, ‘Survivals of the tribal cult among the Altaians’, Transactions of the Institute of 
Ethnography of the USSR AS, Moscow-Leningrad, 1947, vol. 1. A. Zolotarev, The Olchas’ 
Tribal System and Religion, Khabarovsk, 1939. A. Anasimov, Historico-Genetic Study of the 
Religion of the Evenks and Problems of the Origin of Primitive Beliefs, Moscow-Leningrad, 1958 
(allin Russian). 

15 See, for instance, S. Tolstov, Ancient Khoresm, Moscow, 1948. A. Zolotarev, Tribal 
Society and Primitive Mythology, Moscow, 1964 (both in Russian). 

16 Propp, 1946, op. cit. 

17 E. Meletinsky, The Hero of the Fairy Tale: The Origin of an Image, Moscow, 1958. E. 
Meletinsky, The Origin of the Heroic Epos: Early Forms and Archaic Monuments, Moscow, 
1963 (both in Russian). 

18 S. Tokarev, ‘What is mythology?’, Problems of the History of Religion and Atheism, 
Moscow, 1962, vol. 10. See also O. Freidenberg, Poetics of Plot and Genre, Leningrad, 
1936. A. Losev, Antique Mythology, Moscow, 1957 (allin Russian). 

19 E. Kagarov, ‘On the problem of classification of folk rites’, Transactions of the USSR 
AS, Moscow, 1928, no. 11. E. Kagarov, ‘The composition and origin of marriage rites’, 
Collection of Articles of MAE, Leningrad, 1929, vol. 8. S. Tokarev, ‘The nature and origin 
of magic’, Transactions of the Institute of Ethnography of the USSR AS, Moscow, 1959, vol. 51. 
Semenov, op. cit. (all in Russian). 

20 A. Anokhin, ‘Data on Shamanism among the Altaians’, Collection of Articles of 
MAE, Petrograd, 1924, vol. 4, issue 2. L. Potapov, “The ritual of the Shaman’s tambourine 

revitalisation among the Turkic tribes of the Altai’, Transactions of the Institute of Ethno- 
graphy of the USSR AS, Moscow-Leningrad, 1947, vol. 1. A. Popov, ‘Data on the Yakuts’ 
Shamanism: the goddess Ayiysyt cult among the Yakuts’, The Cultures and Written Lan- 
guages of the East, Baku, 1928, vol. 3. A. Popov, “The consecration as a Shaman among 
the Yakuts of Vilyusk’, Transactions of the Institute of Ethnography of the USSR AS, 1947, vol. 
11. N. Dyrenkova, ‘Data on Shamanism among the Teleuts’, Collection of Articles of 
MAE, Moscow-Leningrad, 1949, vol. 10. N. Dyrenkova, “The consecreation as a 
Shaman as it is understood by the Turkish tribes’, Collection of Articles of MAE, Len- 
ingrad, 1930, vol. 9. E. Prokofyeva, ‘The costume of the Selkupian (Ostyak- 
Samoyedian) Shaman’, Collection of Articles of MAE, Moscow-Leningrad, 1949, vol. 11 
(allin Russian). 

21 See E. Gellner, ‘The Soviet and the savage’, Current Anthropology, December 1975, 
595. 

22 See Sternberg, op. cit. 

23 See O. Sukhareva, ‘The survivals of demonology and Shamanism among the low- 
land Tadjiks’, Pre-Islamic Beliefs and Rites in Central Asta, Moscow, 1975 (in Russian). 

24 D. Gulia, Hunt Deities and Hunter’s Language among the Abkhazians, Sukhumi, 1926. 
D. Zelenin, ‘Taboo words among the peoples of eastern Europe and northern Asia’, Col- 
lection of Articles of MAE, Moscow-Leningrad, 1929, vol. 8. D. Zelenin, The Ongons’ Cult 
in Siberia, Moscow-Leningrad, 1936. G. Vasilevich, ‘The Evenks’ ancient hunting and 
reindeer breeding rites’, Collection of Articles of MAE, Moscow-Leningrad, 1957, vol. 17. 


242 Part V: Anthropology and religion 


A. Anasimov, ‘The cult of the bear among the Evenks and the problem of the evolution 
of totemistic beliefs’, Problems of the History of Religion and Atheism; Moscow, 1950, and 
other works by the same author (allin Russian). 

25 V. Chicherov, The Winter Period of the Russian Folk Agricultural Calendar in the 
16th-19th Centuries, Moscow, 1957. V. Propp, Russian Agricultural Feasts, Leningrad, 1963 
(both in Russian). 

26 N. Matorin, The Christian Orthodox Cult and Production, Moscow-Leningrad, 1931. 
O. Sukhareva, ‘On the problem of Islamic saint worshipping in Central Asia’, Trans- 
actions of the Institute of History and Archaeology: Data on the Archaeology and Ethnography of 
Uzbekistan, Tashkent, 1950, vol. 2. O. Sukhareva, ‘On the genesis of craftsmen cults 
among the Tadjiks and Uzbeks’, Jn Memory of M.S. Andreyev, Transactions of the Academy of 
Sciences of the Tadjik SSR, Stalinabad, 1960, vol. 120 (allin Russian). 

27 V. Bogoraz, ‘The myth of the dying and reviving animal’, Artistic Folklore, 1926, 
vol. 1 (in Russian). 

98 N. Matorin, The Female Deity in the Christian Orthodox Cult: Essay on Comparative 
Mythology, Moscow, 1931 (in Russian). 

29 N.Matorin and A. Nevsky, Programme for the Study of Everyday Orthodoxy: East Euro- 
pean Religious Syncretism, Leningrad, 1930. N. Nikolsky, The History of the Russian Church, 
Moscow-Leningrad, 1931. S. Tokarev, Religious Beliefs of the East Slavic Peoples in the 19th 
and Early 20th Centuries, Moscow-Leningrad, 1957. G. Nosova, Survivals of Paganism in 
Orthodox Christianity, Moscow 1975 (allin Russian). 

30 L. Lavrov, ‘The pre-Islamic beliefs of the Adyghe and Karbardians’, Transactions 
of the Institute of Ethnography of the USSR AS, 1959, vol. 51. O. Sukhareva, Islam in Uzbekis- 
tan, Tashkent. G. Snesarev, The Relicts of Pre-Islamic Beliefs and Rites among the 
Uzbeks of Khoresm, Moscow, 1969. V. Basilov, Saint Worshipping in Islam, Moscow, 1970. 
T. Bayalieva, Pre-Islamic Beliefs and Rites in Central Asia, Moscow, 1975. T. Bayalieva, 
Pre-Islamic Beliefs and their Survivals among the Kirghiz, Frunse, 1972 (all in Russian). 

31 G. Snesarev, ‘Some reasons why religious survivals are still preserved in everyday 
life among the Uzbeks of Koresm’, Sovietskaia Etnografia, 1957, no. 2 (in Russian). 

32 All the necessary information can be found in the series Problems of Scientific 
Atheism, published by the Institute of Scientific Atheism at the Academy of Social Sci- 
ences, founded in 1964 (in Russian). 

33 For more details see Concrete Studies of Contemporary Religious Beliefs, Moscow, 1967 
(in Russian). 

34 For more details see I. Kryvelev, ‘The contents of the concept of religion’, Proceed- 
ings of the 7th ICAES, Moscow, 1970, p. 713 (in Russian). 


Theortes of Nort 


The ancient religious activit 
known to us Europeans a 
amongst its own followers. 
converted to Lamaism in the 
xara Sasin (black faith), as i 
(yellow faith), a popular ter 
hism which spread into M 
when shamanism was outla 
the lamas and their faithful, 
world religions and even for 
merely xaguéin ba burugu iizel ( 
At the same time, these very 
rituals in their own religious 
groups such as the north-wes 
easy to discover Lamaist deit 
all through Eastern and Cent 
question of whether ‘shama 
should be seen as differentiat 
context. Can we say, in fact, 
right? 

Scholars have put forward 
is clear that one of the main 
plexity of religious history in 
pastoralism in the area, the lo 
empires all facilitated comm 
ence in central Asia at one 
religions (Buddhism, Moha 
manifestation of this. I have 
clear answer to the question o 
Mongolarea, and therefore I s 
which existing theories have p 
some specific conclusions. 

Eliade, who has written one 


and the problem of the evolution 
-and Atheism; Moscow, 1950, and 


t Folk Agricultural Calendar in the 
gricultural Feasts, Leningrad, 1963 


uction, Moscow-Leningrad, 1931. 
shipping in Central Asia’, Trans- 
the Archaeology and Ethnography of 
Jn the genesis of craftsmen cults 
dreyev, Transactions of the Academy of 
in Russian). 

ng animal’, Artistic Folklore, 1926, 


rthodox Cult: Essay on Comparative 


ly of Everyday Orthodoxy: East Euro- 
, The History of the Russian Church, 
' of the East Slavic Peoples in the 19th 
- Nosova, Survivals of Paganism in 


e and Karbardians’, Transactions 
|. O. Sukhareva, Islam in Uzbekis- 
mic Beliefs and Rites among the 
rshipping in Islam, Moscow, 1970. 
a, Moscow, 1975. T. Bayalieva, 
inse, 1972 (allin Russian), 

als are still preserved in everyday 
, 1957, no. 2 (in Russian). 

1 the series Problems of Scientific 
m at the Academy of Social Sci- 


y Religious Beliefs, Moscow, 1967 


f the concept of religion’, Proceed- 


C. HUMPHREY 


Theortes of North Asian shamanism 


The ancient religious activity of the Mongols and their neighbours, 
known to us Europeans as shamanism, has no particular name 
amongst its own followers. The Mongols, even before they were re- 
converted to Lamaism in the seventeenth century, simply used the term 
xara Sasin (black faith), as it were in verbal opposition to Sira Sasin 
(yellow faith), a popular term for the reformist sect of Tibetan Budd- 
hism which spread into Mongolia.’ After the seventeenth century, 
when shamanism was outlawed in many of the Mongol princedoms, 
the lamas and their faithful, although they had names for the great 
world religions and even for Bon-po and Taoism, called shamanism 
merely xagucin ba burugu iizel (the old and wrong way of seeing things).? 
At the same time, these very lamas used thinly disguised ‘shamanist’ 
rituals in their own religious activities. Even among purely shamanist 
groups such as the north-western Buryat or the Reindeer Tungus it is 
easy to discover Lamaist deities and cosmological ideas which spread 
all through Eastern and Central Asia down to India. All this raises the 
question of whether ‘shamanism’, which had not even got a name, 
should be seen as differentiated from Lamaism at all in the Mongolian 
context. Can we say, in fact, that shamanism is a religion in its own 
right? 

Scholars have put forward many different views on this matter, and it 
is clear that one of the main reasons for this is the undoubted com- 
plexity of religious history in Central Asia. The prevalence of nomadic 
pastoralism in the area, the long-distance trade routes, and early steppe 
empires all facilitated communication between peoples, and the pres- 
ence in central Asia at one time or another of all the main world 
religions (Buddhism, Mohammedanism, Christianity) is only one 
manifestation of this. I have no wish to suggest that there is a single 
clear answer to the question of the general nature of shamanism in the 
Mongol area, and therefore I shall first explain the various directions in 
which existing theories have pointed, before attempting to put forward 
some specific conclusions. 

Eliade, who has written one of the largest ethnographic compilations 


244 Part V: Anthropology and religion 


a ee 
on North Asian shamanism, concludes that it is essentially a technique 
for ecstasy by which men can communicate with the spirits. Although 
he describes shamanism as ‘archaic’, by which he means that it pre- 
dated, in his opinion, the first great expansion of Buddhism through 
Asia, he does not see it as an autonomous system, nor as a related group 
of such systems.® In his view, the shaman does not create a cosmology 
but simply uses one —and, as far as one can tell, almost any one. 

To Eliade the shaman is essentially a person who is able to put him- 
self into a controlled ecstasy for religious purposes. The original 
‘archaic’ shamanism was centred on a belief in a celestial supreme 
being and in the possibility of concrete communication (in the person of 
the shaman) between sky and earth. The present existence of shamans 
ina great number of societies which do not have such a belief is ascribed 
by Eliade to the survival of shamanist techniques where the original 
cosmology has disappeared. Certain basic symbols came to be 
associated with shamanism through the passage of history — the 
world tree, the world mountain, the ladder, the bridge, etc., each of 
these being different manifestations of the single primitive belief in a 
‘centre of the world’, a communication path used by the shaman in 
his ascent to the sky. The present emphasis in many Siberian sha- 
manist cultures on spirits and spirit-possession are later accretions, 
perhaps resulting from the spread of Buddhism in Central and North 
Asia. 

Eliade presupposes that ‘shamanism’ as a phenomenon of ecstatic 
technique has existed throughout the ages in North Asia; and yet he 
can give no psychological or physiological description of this technique 
such as to establish that he is talking about the same thing through his- 
tory. As we have noted above, the content of the shaman’s performance 
and of ‘shamanist’ beliefs varies from epoch to epoch and from culture 
to culture. 

Eliade’s method, the isolation of elements of belief which are then 
compared as they occur in different cultures, and the search for 
‘assimilations’, ‘borrowings’, ‘survivals’ and ‘influences’, while fasci- 
nating in its permutations of information, has two disadvantages. 
First, it does not make it possible to study shamanism as it occurs 
within any one system of thought; it is not apparent whether there are 
other religious manifestations in which the shaman does not play a 
part, and the specific contribution of shamanism within this totality is 
not illuminated. Secondly, although Eliade has a concern with the 
passage of time, he does not really attempt to give a historical analysis 
of the development of shamanism. There is no analysis of the social or 
ideological basis of shamanism, and indeed Eliade’s whole enterprise 
suggests that such a basis would be more or less irrelevant, since in his 
view shamanism is a single phenomenon which has survived through 
many and great social changes. 

On both of these points, Shirokogoroff’s work is an advance on 
Eliade’s (although it was written considerably earlier). Shirokogoroff 
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gives an immensely detailed and comprehensive account of the re- 


ligious system of the Tungus through history and places shamanism 
clearly in relation to other beliefs and rituals; an attempt is also made to 
locate shamanism as a psychological phenomenon within the general 
‘psycho-mental complex’ of the Tungus.* 

Unlike Eliade, Shirokogoroff sees shamanism as a fairly late 
phenomenon which was ‘stimulated’ by the spread of Buddhism. Sha- 
manism was pre-dated by sacrificial cults of offering to the High God or 
Sky God, and this cult was served by priests with different functions 
from shamans. The twentieth century shamanism of the Tungus is not 
concerned with honouring the celestial god, nor with the ancient cult of 
the dead, but on the other hand it ‘has its very profound roots in the 
social system and psychology of animistic philosophy characteristic of 
the Tungus and other shamanists. But it is also true that shamanism in 
its present form is one of the consequences of the intrusion of Buddhism 
among the North-Asiatic ethnical groups.” Shirokogoroff notes that 
the word for shaman in Tungus (saman) appears to be of foreign origin, 
and furthermore the phenomenon of shamanism itself has southern ele- 
ments. It is in the shamanistic cult of spirits rather than the ecstatic 
ascent to heaven, that we see Lamaist influence on shamanism, and the 
shaman’s spirit-vessels, costume and drum can all be seen as having a 
southern origin. Ecstatic experience, he held, was basic to the human 
condition; what changed through history was the interpretation and 
valuation of it. Among the Tungus the ecstatic ascent to the supreme 
being in heaven gradually disappeared under the influence of the idea 
of spirits which came down to possess the shaman. Thus, while re- 
ligious specialists had existed all along, the shaman’s role, according 
to Shirokogoroff, is specific to the belief in spirits and the experience 
of possession. He attempted to show with historical material on 
migrations, etc., how and when shamanism arose among the Tungus. 
According to him it was quite possible for shamanism to exist alongside 
continuing celestial cults and also alongside Lamaism. There might 
even be some intermixture: shamans might be requested to take part in 
the celestial cults, and lamas might advise people to become shamans, 
or even take up shamanising for themselves. 

Shirokogoroff’s description of the psychological and social aspects of 
shamanism as it functions within the culture of the Tungus is unparal- 
leled in Siberian ethnography, but most scholars find that there is not 
enough evidence to support his theory that shamanism was ‘stimulated 
by Buddhism’. Apart from anything else, this theory would find diff- 
culty in accounting for the similarities between Tungus shamanism 
and the shamanism of the peoples of far Northern and Western Siberia 
where Buddhism can hardly have penetrated as such. Furthermore, 
Shirokogoroff, like Eliade, gives logical, rather than historical or socio- 
logical, reasons for the disappearance of celestial cults and the growing 
influence of ‘active, lower elements’, and in this way divorces his theory 
from social, economic or political realities. 
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Apart from the early theories such as those of Sternberg® and Cza- 
plicka,’ it is only recently in social anthropology that an attempt has 
been made to give a general sociological explanation of shamanism, 
and this appears in Lewis’s book Ecstatic Religion.’ In most complex 
societies, Lewis argues, the form that shamanism, possession, or trance- 
states take, is determined by pressure internal to that society. He 
suggests that people subject to these pressures, very often the politically 
disadvantaged or people whose social role is not highly valued, will be 
the people who create ecstatic cults, and in this case the cults will be 
‘peripheral’ and will express the anti-authoritarian views of the mem- 
bers. On the other hand, in a society such as the Tungus, the most 
serious pressures are external to society, for example, severe climatic 
conditions, lack of food, or prevalence of epidemic diseases. In this case, 
shamanism becomes the ‘central morality cult’ and embodies the main 
ideas and values, including political ones, of the society. Shamanism 
becomes a means by which the morality of society is activated in re- 
lation to individuals and groups. 

This is a useful series of generalisations about human society as a 
whole, but in relation to this particular culture area it is not very en- 
lightening. In North Asia almost every example of a shamanistic cult 
seems to embody features of both ‘central morality cults’ and ‘peri- 
pheral cults’. Among the small-scale Tungus, for example, shamanist 
spirits concern a far wider range of ideas and values than a ‘central mor- 
ality’, if such can be distinguished, and the same is true of the Western 
Buryat, as will be shown later. In both of these societies women and 
other disadvantaged people can become shamans, and to take the other 
case, that of the complex society, the Manchus with their empire main- 
tained a court shaman, surely concerned with ‘central morality’, until 
their downfall in 1911. 

It is Soviet scholars who have done the most work and produced the 
most interesting ideas about North Asian shamanism. Gumilev? criti- 
cises Banzarov for seeing shamanism as an original religion emerging 
naturally from the worship of the sky, plants, animals and man himself. 
The number and qualitative differentiation of the deities found in 
shamanism leads Gumilev to suppose that it is not an example of poly- 
theism, but syncretism. Why is it, he asks, that the shamans ignore the 
sky gods? And how is it that, despite his previous declaration of the 
autochthonous character of shamanism, Banzarov ascribes the cult of 
fire to Persian Zoroastrianism? 

Gumilev himself proposes the following scheme. The early Mongols 
did not have shamanism but believed ina single celestial god, and this is 
attested by all of the important early writers, Rubruck, Plano Carpini, 
Marco Polo and Rashid-ad-din. The blue sky of physical nature was 
differentiated by the Mongols from the eternal sky, the latter being a 
powerful god who demanded action on the part of his followers. At the 
same time, an earth deity called Etiigen was worshipped by means of 
setting up cairns (oboga) on mountain tops, and thus early Mongol re- 
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ligion was characterised by dualism. The great sky deity Khormusta 
did not originate in Zoroastrianism, as Banzarov maintained, but in 
Manichaeism, from the Uighurs. Such creative and providential gods 
are not compatible with shamanism. Shamanism existed in the context 
of a cosmology consisting of three ‘worlds’, the upper, middle, and 
lower, peopled by human beings in the middle world and their souls 
(i.e. spirits) in the upper and lower worlds. The shamans were able to 
effect communication between these worlds, but this was a practice, not 
a dogma. What had this in common with the ancient Mongol religion? 

The ancient Mongol religion died out because the Eastern Tatars 
took up Mohammedanism and the Mongols took up Buddhism. When 
these fell into decline there was a flow of shamanist practice which took 
varied syncretic forms. Gumilev sees the Tungus as the archetypal sha- 
manists, and he holds that the West Siberian Ugrian religions are not 
really shamanism, but closer in fact to the early Mongol beliefs in 
an all-powerful sky god. 

Gumilev has an extremely wide knowledge of the sources for the 
ancient Mongol period and earlier, and his article undoubtedly 
clears some of the confusions stemming from an uncritical accept- 
ance of Banzarov. It is interesting also that he gives an even later 
date than Shirokogoroff for the origin of shamanism. However, it is 
worthwhile noting that while it is possible to deny the presence of 
shamans in the early Mongol period by claiming that the religious 
specialists mentioned in the sources were other kinds of priests or 
magicians, it is not possible to ignore the repeated mention of 
things very like ongons, the representations of spirits; this implies 
that, according to Gumilev, shamanism and ongons could exist 
independently, and this as we shall see is doubtful. 

Gumilev is an orientalist rather than an ethnographer, and the 
Soviet scholars who have been interested in the development of 
shamanism in society have taken a different approach, although 
most of their conclusions do not differ substantially from his. Pota- 
pov, who has worked extensively on the peoples of the Altai, also 
maintains that shamanism was not an original, autochthonous re- 
ligion.'° According to him, it was preceded at least in the Altai region 
by a cult of the mountains (which recalls Gumilev’s explanation of the 
worship of Ettigen). However, Potapov adds that the cult of mountains 
was not simply an abstract idea but it was closely linked with the econ- 
omy and society of a particular historical time: each sacred mountain 
was situated in the centre of clan territory, whether this was used for 
hunting or herding, and was the site for the worship of the clan ancestor 
from whom each living member traced his descent. The existence of a 
sacred mountain in a particular territory was evidence that this land 
was in economic use by a particular group. The cult of mountains was 
generally carried out by elders of the lineage, but in complicated rituals 
by the shaman since he was the ritual specialist representing the lin- 
eage. Potapov claims this cult was essentially pre-shamanist since no 
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representations were made of mountain spirits, while models were 
made of all other spirits. Here Potapov is saying, unlike Gumilev, that 
representations (ongons) exist together with shamanism, and that one 
cannot exist without the other. 

According to Potapov shamanism arose only with the dissolution of 
clan-based society in North Asia. Previously the functions of the 
shaman had been carried out by every member of the clan and it was 
only when the strict tribal system began to distintegrate that these func- 
tions were transferred to a single person. This view is supported by 
Vainstein who attempts to show in an interesting article entitled 
‘The Tuvan shaman’s drum and the ceremony of its enlivening” that 
the evolution of shamanism is manifest in the ritual of the consecration 
of the'shaman’s drum: in the first section of the rite the shaman-owner- 
to-be was not allowed to be present, but all of the clansmen acted as 
though in a trance and struck the drum, handing it from man to man 
until they passed it to the weakest shaman present; it ended up in the 
hands of the most powerful shaman among the relatives. ‘The second 
phase of the rite was conducted by the shaman-owner, alone in a tent, 
and subsequently no-one apart from him could handle the drum. 

Vainstein maintains that this view of the evolution of shamanism is 
supported by the fact that there are Siberian peoples where the distinte- 
gration of the clan system has happened more slowly and where there 
were no professional shamans until recently, the functions of the 
shaman being performed by many people.’? Shamanism, he maintains, 
always existed in a secondary role, but without specialised ministers it 
went unnoticed by early observers. Only with the development of class 
society were the old clan cults pushed into oblivion, and single indi- 
viduals came to take on and elaborate the shaman’s role. It is noticeable 
that the most complex shaman’s costume occurs in Southern Siberia, 
where the influence of class-dominated empires was strong, while 
moving north-west and north-east, it becomes more and more simplified 
and finally vanishes. 

These are plausible arguments, but unfortunately there is, as yet, 
little concrete historical material to back them up. It is not clear what, 
in sociological terms, Vainstein means by ‘the disintegration of the 
clan’, since clans in some form or other have been present in the Altai- 
Tuva-Buryat area virtually until today. Ifhe is implying that clans were 
previously more communalised and egalitarian in this region, then this 
remains to be demonstrated, although there is no reason why this 
should not be so. Vainstein’s early historical materials concretely 
referring to Tuva and the Altai only show that shamanism was not 
mentioned. In the absence of more data, he tries to show the existence of 
a series of different existing types of shamanism in Siberia that some of 
these are ‘earlier’ in kind than others; the disadvantages of this kind of 
argument are well known. 

All recent Soviet research emphasises the close intertwining of sha- 
manist, Buddhist, and pre-shamanist elements in the current religious 
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life of North Asian peoples. Zhukovskaya makes the point that Budd- 


hism itself had undergone a transformation since its early days; the 
modest cells of ascetic lamas under the guidance of a guru, which at 
least in legend formed the beginning stages of Buddhism, developed in 
Tibet into a complex hierarchy of ranks and offices, headed by the 
Panchen-Lama and the Dalai-Lama.'® A complex and hierarchical 
cosmology was elaborated which included large numbers of deities, 
some of them human beings who had attained holy status. At the same 
time, the idea emerged that deities could spiritually embody themselves 
in human vessels, and Tibetan monasteries were frequently headed by 
such ‘gods in disguise’. All of this meant that hierarchical ‘Tibetan so- 
ciety, which had taken the form of a kingdom since at least the seventh 
century, assimilated and developed a cosmology which itself closely 
represented the hierarchical principle. 

Zhukovskaya does not mention the fact that the Mongolian region 
may first have been exposed to Buddhism at a very early period, before 
the development of the wealthy monasteries and the great teaching 
sects, when wandering missionaries took the belief along the trade 
routes to the north of Tibet.!* She does not even touch upon the taking 
up of Buddhism by the Mongols during the Ytian Dynasty but confines 
her study to the later period of the re-penetration of Lamaism into 
Mongolia in the seventeenth century. 

The standard picture of this process is of a distinct, Tibetan form of 
Lamaism rapidly gaining ground in Mongolia, encouraged by the 
aristocracy and later by the Manchus; this was opposed by native 
Mongol shamanism, the religion of the ordinary people, which 
although it soon gave way to Lamaism was in the end to influence the 
latter strongly. 

But the shamanist elements in Lamaism cannot be attributed en- 
tirely to the influence of the Mongol ‘black faith’, since Tibetan 
Lamaism already been in contact for many centuries with Bon-po. This 
Tibetan religious system seems to have been closely similar to shaman- 
ism. There was intense rivalry with Lamaism but by the seventeenth 
century both systems had acquired some of the typical attributes of the 
other: Bon-po had acquired monks, monasteries, and holy books, on 
the model of the Ganjur and Tanjur, while Lamaism had specialists in 
magic, exorcism, possession, trance and sorcery. 

So the Buddhism which reached Mongolia in the seventeenth cen- 
tury and Buryatia a century later was already to some extent a syncretic 
religion. Furthermore, all scholars agree that the shamanism which it 
found in Mongolia cannot have been a ‘pure’ form, since, quite apart 
from all the arguments brought forward by Gumiley, etc. it had been 
preceded only shortly before by the period of Buddhism of the Mongol 
Empire. 

Zhukovskaya observes quite rightly that the key to all of these 
changes of religion in Mongolia is the development of different forms of 
society over the period in question. Her view is that shamanism arose 
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with the transmission from a society based on kinship (rodovoy stroy) to 
feudalism. The concentration of religious functions into the hands of 
one individual, the shaman, was the beginning of this process. But once 
feudalism had in fact established itself and a class society had devel- 
oped, shamanism was no longer appropriate. The class of ‘exploiters’ 
needed a religion which justified the present state of affairs on earth, 
and which encouraged the less fortunate to bear their fate patiently in 
the expectation of a better life hereafter. This function was fulfilled by 
Buddhism.'* 

This argument is not explained in detail by Zhukovskaya and for it to 
be fully acceptable we should need to know what exactly were the 
changes in the society based on clans which turned it into a feudal 
society and why these should result in the emergence of individual sha- 
mans; we should want to know what ‘feudalism’ means in the context of 
nomadic pastoralism — it might, for instance, be more enlightening to 
explore the use of the Marxist types ‘military democracy’!® and the 
‘asiatic mode of production”! for certain periods in central Asian his- 
tory. This is not the place to explore these questions in full, and I shall 
simply take it that Zhukovskaya’s theory, which tallies in its outlines 
with that of other Soviet scholars, gives us an adequate explanation in 
general, ifnot in particular. 

By the nineteenth century, when we begin to have reliable infor- 
mation, shamanism and Buddhism in Buryatia had not only many 
common ideas, but also numerous common practices. It is not possible 
to think of them as forming two complementary parts of a single 
religious system. In this, North Asia appears to be different from South- 
East Asia, where in Thailand, Burma and Ceylon, Buddhism and 
‘spirit-cults’ have been described as existing side-by-side, with different 
and complementary religious and social functions.'® In the South- 
East Asia case, Buddhism represents an ascetic and holy way of life, 
usually possible only for short periods of the life-span, directed at 
obtaining religious merit and a better re-birth; matters of health, 
material prosperity, fertility and luck in this life are the concern of a variety 
of other specialists more or less outside Buddhism. But in North Asia, 
in Lamaist areas, up to forty per cent of the entire male population 
spent a whole lifetime in the monastery or in orders; a rigorous life 
spent contemplating philosophical truths and the after-life was not 
even attempted by the majority of lamas, concubines were regarded as 

a necessary evil, and high Buddhist ranks were even passed on to natu- 
ral heirs. Lamaism could fulfil all the needs of this life as well as those of 
the next, and in this sense there was nothing that a Buryat shaman 
could do that a lama could not also do: there were lama diviners, lama 
mediums, lama medicine men, and lama exorcists. Some of the ecsta- 
tic/magical practices of the lamas were far beyond the resources of 
shamans: for example, there was the tsam, a huge dance representing the 
exorcism of the elaborate and terrifying masked figures of demons. 
There is no need to assume that the elements of shamanism and 
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Buddhism which seemed similar by the nineteenth century had a com- 
mon origin, or even that they were necessarily borrowed from one 
another. Despite numerous similarities the two implied radically 
different approaches to morality. However, we can perhaps assume 
that behind what likenesses there were lay similar social forms. 

By the late nineteenth century it was clear that in Mongolia, unlike 
South-East Asia, shamanism and Buddhism did not exist together har- 
moniously in the same community. On the contrary, there were areas 
which were definitely ‘Buddhist’ and others which were clearly ‘sha- 
manist’. In Central and East Mongolia few shamans remained by the 
beginning of the twentieth century,! while, on the other hand, the 
Western Buryats never took up Buddhism, despite the repeated efforts 
of lama missionaries and the performance of miracles. The ‘Chronicle 
of the Alar Buryats’ tells us what happened in one such case.”°A temple 
was built in Alar in 1840 with thirteen lamas and a head-lama (shiretez), 
all of whom were Khori Buryats. The local population was entirely sha- 
manist and was frankly uninterested in the temple, although some 
people did point out that the shiretei was neglecting his vows by keeping 
concubines. It was decided to replace the shzretei with a local man, Choi- 
van Samsonov. Not only did Samsonov keep a ‘wife’ and rear a family, 
he knew nothing about Buddhism and soon built special yurts and 
outhouses for his large collection of shamanist ongons. He was succeeded 
in his old age by his son, Ganzhur Choivanov, the first of the shiretezs to 
have a degree from a Buddhist monastery. Choivanov waged an ener- 
getic war against the shamanists, but he had no success; the whole idea 
of making religious merit by sacrificing property to the lamas passed 
right over the heads of the local Buryats who saw only unnecessary 
expense for no purpose. In order to avoid his annoying exhortations 
many of them even asked to be baptised into the Orthodox Church. By 
the beginning of the twentieth century, the Alar Temple was still small 
and poor, with twelve lamas, and it was soon closed down. 

To these Buryats, Buddhism and Orthodoxy were seen as equiva- 
lents, and the decision to join one or other had more to do with politics 
than religion. Under Russian rule there were definite advantages in 
being Orthodox.?! But the conversion was only superficial; many Or- 
thodox Buryats almost never went to church, but had frequent contact 
with shamans. Side by side with an icon hung rows of shamanist ongons 
in their yurts. St Nicholas himself became the ongon of the harvest, 
bringing luck and prosperity in the crop-agriculture which Buryats as- 
sociated primarily with the Russian peasant economy.”? 

The two important religion systems for the Buryat were shamanism 
and Buddhism, and the vital question is — why did the Western Buryat 
remain shamanist, while the Eastern Buryat took up Buddhism? The 
answer, I think, can only be given in terms of differences in society. 
The Western Buryats had a relatively stagnant economy as a result 
of pressure on land: the growth of the Buryat population, the 
surrounding forest terrain which made an expansion of herding im- 
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possible, and finally the coming of Russian settlers, meant that crop 
agriculture was greatly increased in the fertile valleys with a conse- 
quent lessening in nomadism.”* The fact that the Western Buryats 
became attached to particular bits of land whose usufruct was regulated 
by patrilineal and other kinship links may have encouraged an 
ancestor-based view of society. An individual’s rights to field and pas- 
tures were validated by the link he could trace with the commonality of 
‘original’ Buryat users, in other words a link via named and relatively 
recent ancestors, women as well as men. The different kinds of links 
employed established a differentiation of rank among land-users. This 
kind of system was easily represented by shamanism with its multitude 
of ranked deities,%‘ its great emphasis on ancestors as the arbitrary 
regulators of luck and success, and its professional practitioners tied to 
clans. 

The Eastern Buryats, on the other hand, formed an expanding 
society based on nomadic herding. Great tracts of pastureland were 
available to the South and East of the Trans-Baikal steppes, and an 
expansion in the productivity of herders could result immediately in 
territorial expansion into North Mongolia, the Aga Steppes, and so on. 
Crop agriculture was barely practised at all and the use of land was not 
rigidly prescribed, as among the Western Buryat, by links with pre- 
viously established ancestors. Eastern Buryats nomadised virtually 
irrespective of whether neighbours were kin,?5 but nevertheless they 
had a much more unified and monolithic idea of their society.”° The 
eleven Khori lineages of the Eastern Buryat were descended from a 
common ancestor who belonged to the mythic configuration of people 
related to Ghengis Khan. Other ‘Eastern Buryats’ were people of 
Mongol origin, people who had belonged to some army, guard, or tribe 
in the Mongol orbit, but who often had forgotten their precise genealo- 
gical links with the past. In these circumstances, in which links with 
recent ancestors were relatively unimportant, it is possible that 
Lamaism with its universal, non-kin based, professional practitioners 
and its monolithic hierarchy did correspond more closely than shaman- 
ism to the needs and contradictions of Eastern Buryat society. Besides 
which, it is doubtful whether the Western Buryat economy could have 
supported a large number of non-productive men living in monasteries, 
even if such a move towards Lamaism had developed there. As for 
Zhukovskaya’s argument that the Buddhist doctrine of the karma, by 
which individuals can only expect to better their lives in another re- 
birth, attracted the Mongol and Buryat aristocrats since it justified 
their privileged position, it is difficult to support this without reserva- 
tion. Certainly, it was the Mongol feudal lords who encouraged the 
return of Buddhism in the seventeenth century, and Mongol society 
was hierarchically divided into classes of state serfs, personal serfs, 
monastery serfs, free-men, aristocrats and officials. However, the pos- 
ition was not entirely the same among the Eastern Buryats, who still 
retained a clan-based political system, and therefore this whole ques- 
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tion requires further consideration. 

In conclusion, the moral and intellectual differences between 
shamanism and Buddhism did not result in them becoming complemen- 
tary religious practices which could be employed within one 
population. Instead, they became separate and even antagonistic in 
such a way that shamanism predominated in one area, while Buddhism 
prevailed in another. This was possible because Lamaism contained all 
the possibilities for ecstatic trance, possession, and curing which were 
used by the shamans. It is suggested that the development of Lamaism 
can be correlated with a hierarchical territorially expansive society, 
while the retention of shamanism is related to a descent-based society 
in which there is the need to validate land-claims by reference to ances- 
tors. The position was not static and at the beginning of the twentieth 
century there were regions where Lamaism was gaining ground at the 
expense of shamanism (e.g. Tunka, Darkhat) and consequently the two 
did at that point exist within the same population. 
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Concepts and methods 


S. ARUTYONOV 


Ethnography and linguistics 


In this paper I will try to analyse the relationship between ethnography 
and linguistics. Ethnography studies, describes, and finds general 
solutions for the ethnically specific and differentiating components of 
culture (cf. in detail the paper by Bromley in this book). Linguistics isa 
science which fulfills the same functions for the language or languages 
as the object of its study. Language is here interpreted in a narrow 
sense, as definite languages which develop spontaneously in the course 
of speech activity in human social communities. As far as language ina 
broader sense is concerned, covering, for example, the languages of 
mathematical symbolism, we consider them as the object of the general 
theory of sign systems, of which linguistics is a part. 

The problem of the delimitation of ethnography (or cultural anthro- 
pology) and linguistics — the problem of the definition of the areas of 
their common interests, tendencies, and perspectives of their cooper- 
ation and interaction — is, of course, topical on the international scale. 
Nevertheless, in this report I shall proceed mainly from the manner in 
which this problem is actually handled in/ the methodology and 
practice current amongst Soviet scholars, from the point of view of both 
theoretical considerations and the empirical experience of scientific 
work. In principle one can hardly dispute the fact that culture ina 
broader sense also includes language.! At the same time the special 
place of language among the mechanisms of culture as the basic and 
universal means of communication is also clear. Therefore its study has 
become the subject of the highly specialised discipline of linguistics 
which occupies a separate place among the sciences of culture, and differs 
considerably from the rest of them in method. But it is obvious that linguis- 
tics has some areas of contact and that it overlaps with other aspects of 
the study of culture as interpreted in a more restricted sense. The latter 
can be labelled as the extralinguistic culture, which also includes its 
ethnographic aspect. This is already clear from the fact that language, 
more often than any other cultural factor, serves as the basic factor in 
ethnogenesis and ethno-differentiation. It is also one of the basic stand- 
points of formation and preservation of ethnic identity. ‘Due to a 
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relative rigidity of every language system, to understand the ethnic identity 
of the bearers of a language it is sufficient to know only some of its ele- 
ments, and therefore as a rule there is no need to analyse the system as a 
whole.’ Some exceptions to the rule, and the need to analyse the whole 
system, however, are often observed in contact zones. Such for instance 
are the zones of intermediary dialects calling for a study of correlations, 
coincidence or non-coincidence of dialect barriers with the boundaries 
of subethnic groups, and especially the zones of formation of mixed so- 
called creole languages and mass bilingualism. The latter problem is 
especially topical today and a vast literature is devoted to it.® 

It is noteworthy that bilingualism is only one of many components of 
a large and complex problem of study in linguistic situations. This 
problem consists in the study of correlation in the functions and tenden- 
cies of the development of written languages and spoken dialects in 
homogeneous ethnosocial organisms, as well as different languages in 
multinational, poly-ethnic countries. The problem is on the border of 
ethnography and linguistics, and is actively explored by both sides.‘ 
Possessing an ethnic aspect at all levels, it can in its turn be viewed as 
part of a broad complex of problems, covered by the notion of social 
linguistics or linguistic sociology. The interdisciplinary character of 
this complex is clear from the very duality of these terms.* But far from 
all problems of social linguistics possess an ethnic aspect. In particular 
it is absent in such problems as language functioning in a society using 
computers, or the peculiarities of speech in the smallest groups, on the 
personal and family level. But wherever this ethnic aspect is present, 
there is the possibility and even the need to include the materials, 
methods and approach of ethnography in the study of problems under 
consideration. While the phonetic and grammatical phenomena 
remain completely in the domain of pure linguistics, and ethnographic 
materials are mainly utilised only to outline the social background of 
their functioning, the matter is quite different with lexicography and 
semasiology. Among the three components of the semantic triangle it is 
only the denominate which lies in the sphere of a purely linguistic ap- 
proach, but as soon as its relations with the denotate and significate are 
concerned, as well as of these two with each other, some degree of ethnic 
specificity is inevitably present. 

Two indispensable prerequisites for any linguistic study are a text 
(a corpus of texts) and a vocabulary. These prerequisites are granted 
in languages with a relatively long written record. The situation is 
different with non-literate languages and ancient texts awaiting 
decipherment. In the first case a fixation of texts and vocabulary is 
necessary, in the latter case the vocabulary must be reconstructed. Both 
tasks are in practice possible only with the invocation of extralinguistic 
cultural realities. In these cases an introduction of a new language into 
the scope of linguistics can be done only by a formulation of linguistic 
tasks within the framework of an ethnological approach and method. 
Only after this may a study pass into the domain of pure linguistics. 
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i eceennneesntminninmnmme 
This situation is reflected in the history of practical studies in such lan- 
guages in the USSR and in the literature devoted to this subject.® 

It has been said that lexicography as a whole is a part of linguistics, 
and the one most closely connected with the study of extralinguistic cul- 
tural realities. Some areas of lexicography in every language in turn, 
when concerned with their denotates and designates (significates), 
comprehend holistic cultural systems, and contribute to the shared 
heritage of the spiritual culture of the people using this language. The 
study of such cultural systems, as well as of the corresponding denomi- 
national lexical corpuses, in principle implies a complex linguo- 
ethnographic approach, which is carried out at the overlapping areas of 
both sciences. Among such systems we can single out first of all various 
onomastic systems, like toponymy, anthroponymy, zoonymy and so 
on. A considerable growth of interest in such studies can be observed 
during the recent decade in the USSR.’ 

‘Singling out special onomastic problems from the general sphere of 
linguistic problems can be explained by the position of proper names in 
language. Proper names are a part of language, which illustrates a 
most paradoxical situation, and their analysis will help to originate 
newer and deeper general linguistic concepts.’* So far as ethnologists 
are concerned, these problems are of interest when related to a num- 
ber of very specific components of culture, which in some cases bear 
an ethno-differentiating character, and in others shed new light on 
the ethnohistory of the people. This may be exemplified by several 
cases, which do not, however, embrace all problems arising in this 
field. 

Ethnonymy, of course, is directly related to the problems of ethno- 
graphy, because it reflects ethnic identity as self-consciousness and as 
the identification of other ethnic groups, stereotypes and autoste- 
reotypes, and the ethnic structures and substructures of a society. The 
anthroponymical model is an important ethno-differentiating index, 
and its preservation or change may serve as a very reliable indicator of 
tendencies towards preservation or change in the sphere of ethnic 
identity. On the other hand, such indicators as specificities of cosmo- 
nymical terms often enable us to outline broader areas, which coincide 
with ancient historico-ethnographic areas, while toponymic data 
provide a possibility of outlining the regions of ancient substratum 
ethnic groups, and hence to deepen our understanding of the ethnogen- 
esis of modern populations. A specific group of lexical forms, which is 
significant as a cultural component, are kinship terms. They form a 
system, which is actualised not so much in its linguistic, as in its socio- 
cultural and ethnographic aspect. Therefore kinship terms are an 
object of study not only for linguists, but also by ethnologists. ‘The con- 
nections of ethnography and linguistics in this field are numerous. 
They are not restricted by the fact that the object of study is at the same 
time both a linguistic and an ethnocultural reality. They are also 
manifested in the fact that at present kinship systems are investigated 
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by a series of new techniques, especially by the method of component 
analysis. ‘The principles underlying this method, and the main con- 
cepts by which it operates [here are meant the notions of denotates, 
designates, components or differential variables] have been borrowed 
from the new orientation in linguistics, which studies semantics in the 
light of sign theory.” 

Besides, to avoid the subjectivity and bias originating from attempts 
to translate the kinship terms of the language under study by kinship 
terms of the student’s own native language, special ‘languages’ or code 
systems have been constructed for an adequate representation of these 
terms and their relations. A number of such codes exists, but some of 
them, which are the most valid scientifically and are utilised in Soviet 
scientific practice, have been created on the basis of the concepts and 
methods of mathematical semiotics, closely connected with linguis- 
tics.!° 

I have written above about the delimitation between the spheres of 
application of linguistic and ethnographic methods, and about the 
spheres where both these two methods overlap and cooperate. But 
through the example of kinship terms I have touched upon another 
aspect of the relationship between ethnography and linguistics. 

I am speaking here about the mutual relations of two disciplines, 
which arise when within one of them certain methods, techniques, con- 
cepts and notions are elaborated, which are specifically destined or 
naturally suited for use in the other discipline, or when methods which 
developed and were approved in one of these sciences, can be trans- 
planted into the other. A creation of an artificial ‘language’ (descriptive 
code) may exemplify the first situation, the transplantation of the 
method of componential analysis is an example of the second case. 

The difference between the lingual and extralingual parts of a culture 
implies certain consequences, e.g. that in a language we face elements 
which are essentially much more rigidly organised, systematic, dis- 
crete, and hence are more easily available for a dissection into ‘emic’ 
units,'! like phonemes, lexemes, morphemes. This original, initial 
discreteness is lacking in the extra-linguistic part of culture. Corre- 
spondingly, a transplantation of ethnographic methods into linguistics 
is hardly possible, with the exception, of course, of the techniques of 
interviewing an informer while studying spoken non-literate languages 
or dialect peculiarities. But this is already not at the level of scientific 
methods proper, but rather at the level of ‘know-how’ or fieldwork 
techniques. On the contrary, the transplantation into ethnographic prac- 
tices of a series of methods, previously elaborated and approved in 
linguistics, has a history of a long standing, as well as certain prospects 
for the future. 

What is already quite conclusive is that each of the two leading 
methods of any ethnographic study, i.e. the comparative historical 
method and the structural approach, have initially been developed in 
the study of language. Furthermore, we may emphasise that one of the 
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i NR RY 
main directions in the work of the Soviet ethnographers has always 


been the study of ethnogenesis and ethnic history. There is no doubt 
that such an inquiry can only be successful provided that a complex 
interdisciplinary approach is applied. The study of ethnogenetical 
problems calls for cooperation by experts in the spheres of language, 
ethnography, social history, physical anthropology, archaeology and 
so on. But we may still distinguish between three main aspects of the 
ethnogenetic process. They are: first, the formation of the language of 
the people under study, which can be traced back by the methods of 
historical comparative linguistics; secondly, the formation of their 
physical type, which can be traced by the methods of physical anthro- 
pology (including paleoanthropology); and, thirdly and most important, 
the formation of a common spiritual and material culture of the 
people, which is reflected in their shared self-consciousness and iden- 
tity. The latter is traced by the methods of ethnography, and also of 
archaeology and social (written) history, when appropriate sources are 
available. Among these three aspects two, namely the language and the 
ethnoculture, belong to culture in a broader sense of the word, as a 
specifically human phenomenon, which can be contrasted with the bio- 
logical phenomenon of man, reflected in the aspects studied by physical 
anthropology. This principal difference may help us to understand that 
physical anthropological concepts and notions, like morphological dis- 
tances, or metisation, are not usually transplanted into ethnography. 

The expression ‘metisated culture’, which is sometimes met in 
anthropological literature, would seem unscientific. On the other hand, 
such notions, elaborated by historical linguistics, as substratum, 
adstratum, superstratum, not only have entered the practice of ethno- 
graphy, but have even become fundamental concepts in the ethnographic 
analysis of ethnogenetic problems. 

The main principle of classification accepted in ethnography is the 
ethnolinguistic principle, which is based on the linguistic classification 
of the families of languages. Among some other principles of classi- 
fication we must note first of all the classifications according to 
economico-cultural types and historico-ethnographic regions. The former 
has no regular linguistic correlations, but in the latter such can be 
observed. The sphere of extralinguistic culture, due to its diffused and 
general penetrability, can accumulate common traits with contacting 
cultures at a more rapid rate than language does, but in cases when 
the boundaries of historico-cultural regions remain stable for a long 
period of time, a tendency can inevitably be observed in such frame- 
works of a movement towards a formation of linguistic unions as well. 

In as much as both language and ethnic culture belong to the class of 
phenomena which can be differentiated in space, there is a vast field for" 
interaction between ethnogeography and linguogeography. Linguistic 
and ethnographic maps and atlases can be fully evaluated only by 
mutual comparison. Both the coincidence and noncoincidence of iso- 
pragmae and isoglossae and of their clusters can never be incidental, 
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a eee 
but always reflect some historical and structural regularities as their 
particular and concrete manifestation. The study of these regularities 
creates a number of problems which are common not only to linguogeo- 
graphy and ethnogeography, but also to the whole complex of 
chorological sciences. Constant work is being done in this direction in 
the USSR.” 

Linguistics as a study of spoken languages, as stated above, can be 
considered a part, but the most elaborate part, of the general semiotics 
or the theory of sign systems. To a certain extent a sign aspect is present 
in all components of extralinguistic culture, and many of their mani- 
festations can be also viewed within the framework of concepts of a sign 
system. Therefore the regularities, notions and principles which are 
shared by sign systems in general, but have been studied in greatest 
detail and most completely with respect to spoken languages, can to a 
certain measure be extended to the study of other cultural aspects, if the 
latter can be seen within the framework of the concepts of sign systems. 
This approach has found, probably, its most extreme realisation in the 
well known hypothesis by Sapir-Whorf, or the theory of linguistic rela- 
tivity. 

According to this theory, the way of life and the whole pattern of 
culture of every people is highly dependent on the specificity of their lan- 
guage. In Soviet linguistic literature this hypothesis has been criticised 
for its absolutisation of the role of language as the connecting link be- 
tween reality and thought.!* And even more so, from the point of view of 
ethnography, it seems unreasonable to speak of a such leading, dicta- 
torial role of the lingual part of a culture with respect to its nonlingual 
parts. At an empirical level one can quote a number of examples in 
which a relatively rapid change in language did not result in the com- 
parably deep transformation in the area of the extralinguistic culture. 
Therefore it seems to be more reasonable to suppose that various sign 
systems, including language, stand in relations of mutual influence and 
dependency, within the framework of every single ethnically specific 
culture, but need not always be related hierarchically. 

There are attempts to transfer some quantitative methods, elabor- 
ated in linguistics, such as lexicostatistics, to the study of material and 
spiritual culture.'* They are certainly of some interest, but have not so 
far been very successful, mainly because ethnography still does not pos- 
sess a scale of taxonomical levels for the basic cultural units, which 
could be compared, for instance, with phonemes or lexemes, though 
some efforts in this direction have already been made. There is a much 
broader prospect for a creation of models of cultural contacts, using the 
analogy with the wel! developed models of language contacts. 15 Indeed, 
it is quite logical to draw some analogies between the mastering of a 
new culture and the mastering of a new language, between bilingualism 
and biculturalism, between the presence of substratum traits in both 
cases and soon. 

On the whole one may conclude that the objects of inquiry of linguis- 
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tics and ethnography are clearly delineated, and as a rule provide no 
place for confusion and misunderstanding. On the other hand, these 
two disciplines are related to each other in two ways: they are compon- 
ents of a broader science of culture, and they possess some notions 
which are general for the study of sign systems. Therefore their cooper- 
ation in the study of complex and border problems and their mutual 
conceptual and methodical enrichment may be very fruitful. 
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V.I. KOZLOV 


Ethnography and demography 


The ties linking ethnography, the research area that deals with the 
origin, evolution and interrelations of the world’s peoples, with the gen- 
eral and particular elements of their culture and everyday life, and 
demography, which investigates the regularities in the reproduction of 
the population, the changes in its age and sex composition, etc. are at 
present adequately recognised in Soviet literature. The very names of 
these two research fields testify to those ties by their etymological affin- 
ity (‘ethnos’ translated from Greek bears a meaning almost identical 
with ‘demos’). 

Until recently, however, these ties had only been recognised by a 
comparatively small number of scientists. One of the reasons for this 
was the fact that in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, at the 
time these two research fields were maturing, ethnographers usually 
concentrated upon culturally and socially backward peoples, and 
especially upon so-called tribes; demographers, on the other hand, 
whose studies require statistical data, busied themselves with the popu- 
lation of developed countries. At a later period ethnographers (and first 
of all Soviet ethnographers) widened their interest to include all the 
peoples of the world, while demographers extended their studies to the 
populations of developing countries; the breach between them had, 
however, already become consecrated by tradition and is only gradually 
being eliminated. Consequently it was long before many method- 
ological problems having to do with the interrelations between these 
two fields received due consideration; some of them are still incom- 
pletely worked out. 

In examining the ties between ethnography and demography it is 
pertinent to begin with the objects of their studies. The principal 
objects of ethnographical studies are peoples (ethnoses or ethnic com- 
munities) i.e. specific groups formed by people within a particular area, 
such groups are distinguished by their common language, culture, self- 
awareness, and certain other traits. The main object of demographical 
study is a population, i.e. the sum total of human beings as social and 
biological creatures inhabiting a certain area. In this sense the.concept 
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of population is akin to the same word as it is used in physical anthro- 
pology and biology; however, the latter presupposes a high degree of 
isolation of each group. The concept of population in its social sense 
does not imply such isolation; its investigators may freely change the 
framework of their study, treating the same people, for example, as 
belonging to the population of Moscow, of Moscow Oblast’, of the 
European part of the Soviet Union, of Europe as a whole, etc. If the 
boundaries of such an area coincide with ethnic boundaries (e.g. in 
studying uni-national states) the objects of study of the two research 
fields also coincide. 

In multi-national states, in areas inhabited by an ethnically mixed 
population there is, of course, no such coincidence. However, the stab- 
ility of ethnic communities in comparison, for example, with rapidly 
changing professional and certain other kinds of social groupings, 
induced demographers to use the criterion of ethnic (national) affilia- 
tion as a group-forming index for measuring such variables as natural 
increase (birth, death, and marriage rates, etc.) for demographic analy- 
sis. In such cases the objects of study of ethnography and demography 
also coincide; only the issues investigated and the targets of the re- 
search differ for the two fields. True, these differences in their targets 
are not always so great; in some cases they may be organically com- 
bined, and this makes possible and necessary the drawing together of 
the two fields and their fertile cooperation. 

In touching briefly upon those of the objectively required conditions 
for the development of ethnography and demography which help 
strengthen their mutual ties, we will first of all note their common inter- 
est in determining the numerical strength of peoples (ethnoses) and the 
ethnic composition of countries and regions. Ethnographers need such 
data because an all-round investigation of ethnic phenomena and 
ethnic processes is impossible without a detailed analysis of their quan- 
titative characteristics; demographers need them for calculating the 
basic indices of population reproduction in their ethnic aspect and for 
carrying out ethnodemographic studies of scientific and practical 
importance. 

The feasibility of cooperation between ethnography and demo- 
graphy in issues of ethnic statistics appears self-evident. Peoples 
(ethnoses), especially in highly developed class societies, are exceed- 
ingly complex social entities; each of them possesses a multitude of 
specific features which, by the way, gravely hamper the task of elabor- 
ating a general scientifically valid definition of the concept of ‘a people’ 
and of establishing its basic characteristics. A statistician insufficiently 
conversant with ethnic issues may easily make the mistake of ident- 
ifying the ethnic community with the racial, religious, or, for example, a 
state community; he may mistake a group of kindred ethnoses for a 
single people or, conversely, a part of an ethnos (one of its ethnographic 
groups) for the whole. Hence it is ethnography that furnishes demogra- 

phic statistics with the scientific apparatus needed for registering 
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ethnic affiliation in population censuses, and with a reliable framework 
for attaching this or that demographic index to particular ethnoses. 
Soviet ethnographers actively participate in preparing and carrying 
out population censuses in the USSR, mainly in elaborating the census 
programs, formulating questions on ethnos and language, compiling 
lists of peoples and languages for the final tabulating of the census data, 
etc.! Ethnographers also play an important role in determining the 
ethnic composition of the population of foreign countries: they work out 
methods for analysing and correcting materials of the state censuses, 
for utilising different kinds of indices, including indirect ones, such as 
religion, citizenship, etc. One of the important problems here is that of 
the interrelation between the index of national (ethnic) affiliation based 
upon the people’s self-consciousness, and regarded in scientifically 
organised statistics (such as those of the USSR) as the basic index of 
ethnicity, and indices of language, (mother tongue, language princi- 
pally spoken, etc.) which are frequently encountered in censuses. 
Among works on this subject we will note Numbers and Distribution of the 
World’s Peoples, Moscow, 1962, in which the methodology of determi- 
ning national composition of all the countries of the world is discussed 
and its detailed description given; this includes data on the numerical 
strength and geographical distribution of 900 peoples of the world. 
Cooperation between ethnography and demography in the study of 
the trends of change of ethnic and demographic phenomena presents 
greater complexities, but it is none the less organic. The requirements 
of ethnography in this respect have been reinforced by those of history, 
and to a certain extent by those of sociology and other social sciences, 
owing to the important role played by peoples in historical processes 
both past and present, as well as by the great social and political im- 
portance of the problem of nationality in the life of many societies and 
in international relations. And one of the major elements in the study 
of national-ethnic phenomena is the detailed analysis of the numbers 
of the interacting peoples, the quantitative evaluation of the ethnic 
(and also linguistic, racial, religious) composition of countries, as well 
as of their changes in the course of historical evolution due to social- 
economic and other qualitative changes. We do not here touch upon 
the cooperation between history and demography, and problems of 
historical demography arising from the need to evaluate the role of 
demographic factors in history, and among them quantitative popula- 
tion indices: the numerical strength of past societies. We will only note 
that quantitative changes in society are not always transformed into 
qualitative ones or vice versa. Hence in actual social-economic situ- 
ations the influence of population figures (and indices based upon 
these, such as density) on a group’s evolution have always been of an 
exceedingly complex and sometimes contradictory character. 
Quantitative evaluation of peoples is of particular importance to 
ethnography, in which they are the main object of study. Its signifi- 
cance lies not only in indicating the size of an ethnic community or the 
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diffusion of a particular language or specific culture elements, etc. The 
numerical strength of peoples is intimately linked with their ethnic his- 
tory; it influences this history and itself undergoes changes in the course 
of historical progress. The formation and evolution of large peoples dif- 
fers considerably from that of small ethnic communities. Every sharp 
change in a people’s numbers, whether an increase or a decrease, testi- 
fies to some change in their condition, mirrors some important stage 
in their social-economic and cultural development, or such major 
historical events as famine, war, etc. The quantitative criterion plays an 
important role in the typology of ethnic communities; it may be of help, 
for instance, in singling out so-called national minorities and in dis- 
tinguishing a type of ethnos such as the national (natsiya) from earlier, 
comparatively small tribal and other types of ethnic entities. Inter- 
action between peoples, and the resulting ethnic processes, are also 
largely determined by the numerical proportion of the contacting groups; 
thus, it is the minorities that are usually assimilated, and especially 
those groups that are dispersed in an alien environment. 

Changes in the numerical strength of peoples result from two main 
groups of factors. The first group comprises the characteristic features 
of their natural reproduction (primarily, the correlation of birth and 
death rates specific for each ethnos); the second — ethnic processes, i.€3 
processes of the division or amalgamation of peoples or of their com- 
ponent parts.* Obviously, cooperation between ethnography and 
demography takes place chiefly in the study of those demographic fac- 
tors which influence the trends in the numerical strength of individual 
peoples. 

The main purpose of demography is, as noted above, the study of 
regularities and characteristics of population reproduction. As demo- 
graphic research expanded, however, owing to the aggravation of 
population problems in many countries in recent decades, it became clear 
that many demographic problems are still insufficiently studied. 
Among them are problems in elucidating the ethnic aspects of repro- 
ductions — the natality and mortality parameters characteristic of the 
world’s various peoples. Available statistical data show that the birth 
and death rate coefficients and the natural increase (or decrease) 
expressed by the difference between them show great fluctuations both 
historically, at different stages of social-economic and cultural develop- 
ment, and between different population groups (living in different 
countries or in one and the same country) in each period, within the 
framework of a single social-economic structure. For instance, it is 
well-known that the natural increase index among the Yugoslavian 
Bosnians (‘Moslems’ as they are called in the population census) is 
thrice that of the Slovenes; in the Soviet Union it is almost five times 
higher among the Central Asian peoples than among the Latvians and 
Estonians, etc. Investigations of such differences have made it clear that 
the birth rate, which is at present the decisive factor of reproduction, is 
influenced by a complex set of factors; some of them are fairly closely 
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correlation with it. Ethnic aspects have also been observed in certain 
variations of morbidity and mortality. That is why demographers have 
begun to use groupings by ethnic affiliation more often than before, to 
investigate ethnic factors at greater depth, to uncover the mechanics of 
their influence over reproduction, and the level of this influence, and to 
make use of ethnographic data in such investigations. 

Dwelling in somewhat greater detail upon joint ethnographical and 
demographical studies of the trends in the numerical strength of 
peoples, we will begin this brief survey with the analysis of natality. It 
must be noted that birth rates are determined by social-economical, 
cultural and psychological factors. A certain importance also attaches 
to physiological factors that influence child-bearing capacity, such as 
the age of puberty, length of the fertile period, sexual temperament, 
hereditary fertility (or constitutional bias towards multiple births) or, 
conversely, obstacles impeding conception or normal pregnancy (such 
as the difference in the rhesus factor between the parents), etc. Some of 
these factors are correlated with physical anthropological features and 
sometimes indirectly with ethnicity. However, the operation of physio- 
logical factors is not sharply differentiated between racial and ethnic 
groups; it is certainly insufficient to explain the existing differences in 
birth rates between the peoples of the world. Even among single racial 
groups the differences in the number of children born to people belong- 
ing to the same race but to different ethnic and social-cultural groups 
turn out to be wider than those between people of different anthro- 
pological types but of similar social-cultural position and way of life. 

Ethnic nationality, as defined by the criterion of ethnic self- 
consciousness, which some authors include among the principal factors 
of natality variations,‘ does not in itself, at least in modern times, 
directly influence the birth rate level, although an indirect influence is 
fairly often encountered (e.g. when a people is organised into a state 
and that state carries out a particular population policy). Ethnic self- 
consciousness, the feeling of devotion to one’s own people, may, 
especially when there is international friction, be expressed by anxiety for 
natural reproduction, for the numerical growth of this people through 
the active participation of married couples in child bearing.® Such 
motives for demographic behaviour do not, however, usually arise 
spontaneously but are inculcated by national propaganda. (A typical 
instance was the propaganda in Hitlerite Germany which urged ‘true 
Aryans’ to raise their birth rate. ) 

This does not mean that an ethnic aspect of natality does not exist, 
but only that ethnicity as such provides no answer to the question of 
why groups belonging to a particular nationality have a certain birth 
rate and not another. The ethnic aspect of natality results from a multi- 
tude of factors connected with the character of economic activities 
prevailing among particular peoples, their social and family organisation, 
culture, everyday life traditions, and orientations affecting demo- 
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graphic behaviour. At the same time, it should be borne in mind that 
ethnic differentials may be a secondary factor in their influence upon 
birth rates in comparison with others such as education; hence the 
wide scope of variations of the birth rate indices within one and the 
same people and, on the other hand, the occasional great similarity 
between different peoples. In the USSR, for example, spatial differ- 
ences in reproduction types do not coincide with ethnic boundaries 
(all the peoples of Central Asia have approximately the same high 
birth rates). 

A survey of those cultural and psychological natality factors most 
closely linked with ethnic identity® is best begun with the traditional at- 
titude towards marriage. The high birth rates observed at present 
among many peoples, particularly in developing countries, are in great 
measure due to the traditions of early marriages prevailing in these 
countries. In conformity with these traditions, efforts are made to get a 
girl married almost as soon as she reaches puberty. Early marriage may 
adversely influence women’s health; at the same time they may con- 
siderably increase reproduction owing to the longer duration of marital 
sexual relations. Traditions of early marriage are usually combined 
with the fullest possible inclusion of all nubile women in marital sexual 
relations; female celibacy in such societies is rare; when it does occur it 
is usually connected with religious prohibitions (such as the condemna- 
tion of the re-marriage of widows by Hinduism). 

The basic unit of reproduction is the family; there is a certain corre- 
lation between the forms in which families are organised and birth rate 
levels. Many peoples indubitably owe their high nuptiality and repro- 
duction rates, at least partially, to the prevalence of joint or extended 
families whose members aid one another with work in child rearing. 
The fall in the birth rate in many economically developed countries is 
certainly connected with the loss of the extended family tradition, with 
the ‘autonomy’ of married couples arising from urbanisation, the 
growth of education, and so on. In speaking of the demographic impact 
of family organisation forms the dual role of polygamy should be noted: 
on the one hand it somewhat decreases reproductivity owing to the 
lower incidence of sexual intercourse and larger period of post-birth 
abstinence; on the other, it may (especially where there have been 
losses in the number of males) heighten the marriage rates and thus 
somewhat raise the overall birth rate. 

A very important natality factor is the tradition of bearing many 
children, Such traditions doubtlessly first arose in primitive society as a 
natural reaction against the prevailing exceedingly high mortality. 
They were largely retained and consolidated in the early class struc- 
tures of agrarian societies. At present children are considered among 
many peoples as the highest good; childless families are pitied and 
socially condemned. One important stimulus of a high number of 
births, especially among peoples of developing countries, is the high 
infant mortality and the consequent danger that if the children are few, 
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none of them will survive to the adult stage and there will be nobody to 


take care of their old parents. Among peoples with strong patriarchal 
traditions particular significance is attached to the birth of sons who 
will preserve the clan, or family. 

The tradition of many children is fortified among many peoples by 
religious norms. Not infrequently religion also influences the birth rate 
level through orientations determining the age of marriage, marriage 
generally, forms of the family, and sexual relations. Confining the dis- 
cussion to four major religions — Buddhism, Christianity, Hinduism 
and Islam — we may note that the two latter exert a strong direct posi- 
tive influence over reproduction by encouraging early marriage and the 
bearing of many children (especially sons). As for Buddhism and 
Christianity, their influence in this respect is less clearly defined: on the 
one hand, the major branches of these religions condemn the use of con- 
traceptives and abortions, thus furthering higher birth rates; on the 
other, they encourage ‘mortification of the flesh’, celibacy, monasti- 
cism, etc. 

The social position of women is also a considerable natality factor. 
The social and domestic inequality of women, stemming from the 
survival of patriarchal traditions or from religious teachings (for most 
religions assign a humble place to women) certainly hinders birth 
control, and conduces to a high number of births, which raises the 
status of a woman in the family and in society. As this situation changes 
with social-economic and cultural progress, women acquire a stronger 
concern for birth control than men, since bearing a smaller number of 
children permits them to escape from the narrow circle of domestic in- 
terests and to become men’s equals in the sphere of production and 
social life. Under these new conditions women may expand birth con- 
trol in order to overcome the residue of their inequality. 

Turning to factors of mortality, we must note that the results 
achieved in recent decades in overcoming its various causes (primarily 
disease) and the fall in the death rates in many former colonies almost 
to their level in developed countries, have, as it were, relegated its inves- 
tigation toa secondary plane in comparison with birth rate studies.? (It 
is significant that in a survey of this subject — B. Benjamin, Social and 
Economic Factors Affecting Mortality, The Hague, 1965 — essentially no 
cultural mortality factor is examined other than smoking.) Neverthe- 

less, this aspect of reproduction also deserves the greatest attention. 
Analysis of mortality has particular significance for historical- 
demographic studies, since for thousands of years, practically up to 
the twentieth century, it was mortality: that determined the principal 
differences in reproduction, the features of the population trends 
peculiar to various peoples. 

Unlike natality, mortality is strongly influenced by biological factors, 
including ecological and anthropological ones. In the course of thousands 
of years, people forming ethnoses lived in certain natural environ- 
ments and adapted themselves biologically; this found its reflection in 
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the origin and perpetuation of racial variations. Hence, there are the 
differences in the morbidity and mortality of racial (and partially the 
coinciding ethnic) groups of migrants to regions with conditions to 
which they were unaccustomed. Thus the greater incidence of respira- 
tory diseases among the Negro populations in temperate countries 
(such as the USA) is due in part to certain physical anthropological 
traits (particularly their wide nostrils which led to better thermoregula- 
tion in the tropics but were of little use under temperatures below 
freezing point). Each ethnic territory, being geographically localised, differs 
in its natural environment from those inhabited by other peoples. Thus 
an adverse influence of environmental factors (climate, radiation, etc.) 
may have a localised ethnic aspect. The role of certain genetically 


transmitted diseases should be touched upon: owing to the universal preva- 


lence of ethnically homogeneous marriages these may acquire an ethnic 
aspect; their injurious influence may be reinforced by traditions of 
cross-cousin marriages between blood relations. 

An ethnic aspect of mortality was very apparent in wars. These 
sometimes changed the whole course of natural reproduction and the 
trends in the numerical strength of peoples. Such an ethnic aspect was 
clearly apparent in primitive communities and in early class societies, 
where military conflicts between individual tribes and peoples were 
predominant.’ A nationally selective character was also nurtured by 
many modern wars, e.g. wars between national states, wars of national 
liberation, and a number of colonial wars. In the two world wars their 
effect upon the change in the numerous strength of peoples varied 
greatly: e.g. the losses of the Dutch in the Second World War were 
much smaller than those of the Byelorussians, approximately their 
equal in numbers. The losses sustained by certain peoples as a result of 
genocide resemble military losses in their violence: sufficiently charac- 
teristic are the slaughter of the Armenians in Turkey in 1915 and the 
extermination of Jews and Slavs by the Nazis in occupied Europe. 

The specificity of morbidity and the level of mortality are strongly in- 
fluenced by the way of life, in the broad sense of the word, i.e. including 
the types of economic activity which determine man’s relations with the 
social and natural environment. The Javanese rice-grower, for 
instance, differs sharply in this regard from the Turkman sheep raiser, 
the Icelandic fisherman and the Welsh miner. Among ethnically differ- 
entiated factors of morbidity and mortality are popular traditions 
regarding the work regime, the daily routine, the diet, etc., as well as 
certain rituals. In many cases they lead to ethnic variations in mortality 
by sex and age. Thus the predominance of males in a number of Asiatic 
countries (India, Pakistan, etc.) is due primarily to the traditional dis- 
dain for women: new-born girls get less care, worse clothes and food, 
seldom receive medical aid in case of sickness, etc. All this, as well as 
hard work, early marriage, frequent pregnancies and child-bearing 
under unsanitary conditions has led to higher female mortality. 

Morbidity and mortality among women and children are greatly af- 
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strictions for pregnant women) and child-birth (e.g. traditional 
methods of aid at delivery) and with infant care. In this respect customs 
of infant feeding are of importance, such as the duration of lactation, 
which varies among different peoples from a few months to three years 
and more. For instance, in investigating the differences in infant morta- 
lity between the peoples of pre-revolutionary Russia, the extremely 
high infant mortality among the Russians was shown to be correlated 
with their widespread custom of giving the baby, almost from the first 
days of its life, besides mother’s milk, chewed bread, buckwheat gruel, 
etc. Among the Tatars and the Bashkirs, whose life conditions were no 
better, but who traditionally fed babies only at the breast, infant morta- 
lity was much lower. 

In higher age groups mortality also shows a certain correlation with 
peculiarities of diet. Traditional food regulations, methods of cooking 
and consumption may play an important role in originating a number 
of gastric and other diseases including cancer. It is sufficient to mention 
the cancer-inducing effect of very hot dishes, of various smoked foods, 
etc. Moreover food traditions are so enduring that people are apt to 
reject new and better products even when suffering from food shortage 
(in India, for instance, many Hindus still reject meat, as well as fish 
from ‘sacred’ rivers); often food is cooked by methods under which its 
nutritious value seriously deteriorates. 

Morbidity and mortality are seriously affected by the use of various 
foodstuffs used as stimulants, primarily alcoholic beverages. The trad- 
itional type of such beverages and the amount consumed varies 
greatly between different peoples. For instance some peoples include 
grape wines or beer in their daily diet, among others they are only con- 
sumed upon ceremonial occasions, etc. Very variegated and no less 
widely diffused are other stimulants, especially smoking of different 
types, from the comparatively weak tobacco up to such strong drugs as 
opium and hashish. The harm done by stimulants to the nervous 
system is aggravated by their injurious effect upon other organs and, 
besides this, by the cancer-inducing properties of many drugs, especially 
in cases of abuse. It is well-known, for instance, that tobacco- 
smoking leads to cancer of the lungs, of the oral cavity or the 
nasopharynx; studies of such diseases in India have shown that they are 
especially prone to attack adherents of traditional smoking methods 

(the hookah, smoking with the burning end inside the mouth, etc.). 
Bethel-chewing is prevalent among many peoples from the earliest 
times. Bethel, which is usually mixed with lime, as well as oral irritants, 
as it is in Central Asia (a mixture of tobacco, ashes, lime and cotton oil) 
may also lead to cancer of the mouth cavity or the gullet. 

Inconcluding this brief survey of morbidity and mortality factors dif- 
ferentiated by culture and ethnos, I would underline certain links some 
of them have with religious teachings; this is particularly apparent in 
cases where contiguous peoples belong to different religions. Some 
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examples, such as the influence of religion over the depressed domestic 
and social status of women were adduced above. In addition we will 
mention the existence in various religions of rituals and rules (baptism 
and the sacrament among Christians; ablution among Moslems and 
their pilgrimages to holy places, etc.) which have not infrequently 
caused widespread epidemics. The comparatively few healthy religious 
rules, such as (in Islam) the inclusion of ablutions in the number of 
actions welcome to Allah, take a secondary place in comparison with 
the mass of harmful rituals and teachings, e.g. exhausting fasts, and food 
restrictions. Such a negative role of religions, and their, on the whole, 
adverse influence over health, is due to their attitude towards life on 
earth as a temporary episode, to disease as the just punishment for 
people’s sins, to suffering and privation as a sure path to eternal bliss in 
the hereafter. Consequently the struggle against religion may become 
an important part of the struggle for human health and happiness. 

The organic links between ethnography and demography are 
expressed in the emergence on the boundary between these two 
sciences, of the new scientific discipline, ethnodemography. The inter- 
mediate position of this discipline may be seen in the two-fold character 
of its studies: on the ethnographical side they include trends in the 
numerical strength of peoples (i.e. of the principal object of ethnogra- 
phical research), as well as of ethnographic, racial and religious 
groups; on the demographical side, the ethnic aspects of population re- 
production processes and the influence of various ethnic factors over 
this process. The further development of ethnic demography may 


favourably influence the progress of both ethnography and demo- 
graphy. It may also greatly promote the complex study of important 
nationality and population problems. 
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J. POUILLON 


Structure and structuralism 


My aim in this short contribution is not to offer a systematic and 
exhaustive account of structuralism, nor to justify it theoretically, but 
simply to make its rationale understood. Since this can be achieved in 
many ways, from different points of view, I have to make a choice and to 
limit myself. 

‘Structure’ is a word that can be used trivially and without special 
import, or conversely it can have an aroma — whether pleasing or aggra- 
vating — of esoterism. It is part of ordinary language and is included in 
every dictionary — which, incidentally, is not the case with ‘struc- 
turalism’. It refers to the way in which the parts of a whole are organised, 
and applies to quite diverse orders of reality: spatial, as when one 
talks of the structure of a building; or temporal or linear, as when, for 
example, one speaks of the structure of a speech. These two examples 
show that the realities in question can be mental as well as social or 
material. Using the very terms of this definition, one can describe 
structuralism as a way of discovering the internal pattern of the reality 
under consideration. However this does not tell us much: everyone 
agrees that no reality whatever can be completely amorphous, and that 
coming to know it is consequently a matter of finding out how its ele- 
ments are combined; in that sense everyone is a structuralist. But is that 
sense the right one? If everyone is a structuralist, no one is a struc- 
turalist, and why is there so much fuss, unless indeed structuralism 
needs a different and more precise definition? This tends to show that 
one can talk of structure without being a structuralist and that the word 
‘structure’ as it is currently used does not imply the ‘structuralist’ 
method in the more specific sense which I shall attempt to define. 
Hence the idea that the method can only be understood in contrast to 
the current use of the word. 

In practice, the current use amounts to making this word synony- 
mous with organisation or pattern. Any structural reality — whether 
material or social, and of course here we shall stick to the latter — is a 
complex of elements that have established stable relationships amongst 
themselves; the network of these relationships is like the framework of 
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the complex, it is its structure. In this perspective, structure is an empi- 
rical, visible aspect of reality which makes it possible to identify and 
classify an object, and this is no doubt useful. But, as such, structure is 
not explanatory; it is, on the contrary, explained by the very elements of 
which it is the combination, and which ensure its reality. These ele- 
ments have their own meaning; it is their features that determine the 
different complexes to which they can belong, and these complexes can 
be compared and classified according to which elements are or are not 
present in them. The current use of the word ‘structure’ is therefore 
based on two implicit postulates: that elements have an intrinsic mean- 
ing, independent of the structures to which they belong, and that these 
structures are considered as belonging or not belonging to the same 
family, according to their similarities, that is according to the nature of 
their constituents. 

It is precisely these two postulates that are rejected by structuralism 
which can be defined on the basis of this rejection. Contradicting the 
first postulate, structuralism makes it a principle that the meaning of an 
element is always a function of its place in the complex i.e. the re- 
lationships that link and oppose it to the other elements. The very 
notion of an element is itself relative to the whole, from which the ele- 
ment is extracted as a result of a partitioning that alone gives meaning 
both to the whole and to the parts. A type of behaviour can be an 
element in a system of attitudes, a term in a kinship terminology, a 
sequence in a myth. In all such cases it exists only in relationship to other 
elements. For kinship terms, this principle is obvious; its practical 
import comes out more forcefully when it is applied to the analyses of 
myth. Myths have often been characterised in terms of themes. Often 
these themes were merely striking and recurrent episodes, which were 
assumed to have the same meaning in whatever narrative they oc- 
curred. They thus served as a basis for the classification of the narrative. 
On the other hand, for structural analysis — and this is what makes it 
into an analysis — ‘the significance of what seems given as [for instance] 
cannibalistic conduct is always contingent upon a context which alone 
can determine its real meaning,’ and not upon a ‘thematic approach, 
whose domain would extend to the series of myths and narratives 
where, in a more or less episodic fashion, the theme of cannibalism is 
present’ (Marcel Detienne, Dyonisos mis a mort, Paris, 1977). It is true 
that in the Mythologiques, sets of myths are found which seem to share 
one simple motif: for example the origin myths of the cooking fire in The 
Raw and the Cooked. But it is enough to read these myths to ascertain that 
their unity is in no way based on the recurrence of the same episode, the 
same sequence: in terms of a narrative analysis, they can be completely 
different. The Bororo reference myth belongs to that set; and yet, 
should one choose to characterise it on the basis of what it tells, one 
would rather call it an origin myth of wind and storms. On what basis, 
then, can one class these myths together? 

It is by rejecting the second postulate that the answer to the question 
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is found. The rejection of the first postulate led to concentration not on 
the terms but on the relations between them, it is necessary to go further 
and concentrate on the way in which these relations are themselves cor- 
related. It would indeed be useless to consider a relation in isolation: it 
would amount to treating it as an element at another level, and once 
more the set of terms and relations would appear to be the outcome of 
a summation. Relations must also be given a positional value arising 
from the system they constitute. In what way is this system explanatory? 
Precisely because it is defined as a set of correlations, and struc- 
tural analysis aims at bringing out their rule(s). These rules not only 
account for the specific configuration from which they have been 
deduced, but also, and above all, for diverse ways in which this con- 
figuration could have been actualised. For this reason, to compare two 
sets is not so much a question of finding out whether they are alike or to 
what extent they differ; it is more a question of finding out whether they 
involve the same rules, whether the one can be considered as a transfor- 
mation of the other. Thus the same structure can be materialised in 
quite different forms, and the recurrence of similar elements by no 
means warrants structural identity. 
Let us take, to summarise what has been said, the case of what Lévi- 
Strauss calls the ‘atom of kinship’ (Structural Anthropology, 1958). It is 
based on four terms: brother, sister, father, son— where the brother and 
sister are also the mother’s brother and the mother of the son, respec- 
tively; it links together ties of consanguinity, of affinity, and of descent. 
The terms are defined in relationship to each other, and similarly the 
three types of ties cannot be conceived of in isolation, since each one is a 
condition of the others. If the avuncular tie raises a problem, it is not, 
therefore, because it could fail to be present; then one would need to 
explain why in some cases it would be an addition to the other two. The 
avuncular tie cannot be missing since it is in the first place a re- 
lationship between brothers-in-law and as such a condition of the 
alliance on which kinship is based; thus the only problem is that of the 
various values that the relationship between the uncle and nephew may 
assume. Froma structuralist point of view these values do not define the 
relationship in isolation from the others; they vary along with those 
taken on by the other relationships, according to a law of correlation 
which defines the structure as such: the relationship between uncle and 
nephew is to the relationship between brother and sister as the re- 
lationship between father and son is to that between husband and wife. 
The structure is that very correlation; it is not constituted by one or 
another of its possible patterns, for instance the pattern in which the 
avuncular relationship is positive, the sibling relationship negative, 
while the father-son relationship is negative and the husband-wife re- 
lationship positive. Otherwise there would be as many structures as 
there are patterns, as is implied by the ordinary use of the word. On the 
contrary, structure is what is invariable behind this variability. Yet one 
must definitely not mistake this last opposition for a new form of the dis- 
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tinction between reality and appearance. Singling out the same struc- 
ture in different complexes does not cancel their reality or differences 
since it is precisely the latter that makes the discovery possible; there is 
no privileged materialisation of a structure compared to which the 
others would turn out to be secondary. For instance there is no ‘good’ 
version of a myth, if only because structural analysis developed pre- 
cisely in an attempt to solve the problem raised by the plurality of 
versions — whether of a myth, an institution, or a type of social 
organisation. Let me add that the variability of a system is of course not 
unbounded, and that there is not one but several structures in any 
domain. In other words, analysis aims as much at determining the in- 
ternal structure of a complex as at specifying the boundaries of the 
family to which this complex belongs, according to its structure. 

Thus the key notion is that of transformation. ‘There is a very close 
relation between the notion of transformation and that of structure. . . 
an arrangement is structured only if it meets two conditions: it is a 
system governed by an internal cohesion; and this cohesion, which 
cannot be perceived when a system is observed in isolation, is brought 
out by the study of the transformations, with the help of which similar 
features are found in apparently different systems.’ (Lévi-Strauss, Struc- 
tural Anthropology, 1973, ch. 1.) I consider that the use of the word 
‘apparently’ is unnecessary: systems do differ. What he means, it seems 
to me, is that appearances, i.e. the manifestation of differences between 
systems, make one suppose that they are unrelated. I would add that 
even when systems resemble each other, this resemblance does not con- 
stitute their common structure. For instance, where social organisation 
is concerned, structure is not a typical organisation that could be more 
or less faithfully ‘printed’, to use a photographic analogy, in so many 
copies; nor is it a schema that could be abstracted from several similar 
organisations. Its definition depends on the way the following problem 
is solved: how, among several organisations assumed to belong to the 
same family, could one conceive of a connection which would be more 
than a blurred reproduction, and one which could bring these organisa- 
tions together as a group, irrespective of their manifest similarities or 
differences? Each organisation is a given pattern of terms and relations 
between terms, and is the outcome of their interdependence. But inter- 
dependence does not mean regular, permanent association; it also 
presupposes interdependence of the terms or relations: they can be 
associated in one place, and kept apart or linked otherwise elsewhere. A 
term has no meaning other than a positional one, which is not to say 
that it can occupy only one position. To understand this variability, one 
must be able to show that the various configurations considered have 
among themselves relationships of transformations such that each is a 
variant of the others; jointly they form a group, the structure of which is 
the rule of these transformations. This is why we cannot uncover the 
structure of a reality taken in isolation: structuralism consists in con- 
sidering, in principle, any reality as a case for which, as in grammar, 
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one must discover the declension rule. 

This was the problem I was faced with in Chad. (It might have been 
more convincing to take as an example Lévi-Strauss’ analyses of 
marriage exchange or of American Indian mythologies rather than a 
personal investigation which was left unfinished —I have been unable to 
return since 1967. In doing so, however, I hope to show the general 
value of the method.) In the area in which I was working, there are some 
fifteen localised groups (numbering in all about 100,000 people), 
speaking different languages and probably of very diverse origins. 
These groups are nevertheless known under the general name ‘Hadje- 
rat’ which simply refers to their land (the area is mountainous and the 
word means ‘mountain-people’) and does not imply any sociopolitical 
unity: each group has a name of its own and encompasses a few tra- 
ditionally autonomous villages; common clanship across villages (and 
inside the same group) has no other consequence than marriage pro- 
hibitions, and no trans-village organisation can be detected. The 
villages’ internal organisation varies from one group to another, so that 
whether it makes sense to claim to study ‘the Hadjerai’ is open to ques- 
tion. However, that they constitute a culturally definable group is first 
shown by the remarkable identity of beliefs present in all these groups; 
and also and above all by the fact that the variability of social systems 
exhibited, upon analysis, a single structure, the states of which can be 
inferred from each other, once several principles present everywhere 
have been disclosed: at the level of beliefs, unity through recurrence; at 
the level of social organisation, unity of a combinatory system. The 
hypothesis of such a system can be put forward as soon as one notices 
that variations concerned the devolution of chieftainships as well as the 
distribution and hierarchy of titles and functions that were actually the 
same everywhere, the title being accurately translatable from one lan- 
guage to another. What varies is the relationship between the titles, 
their partial fusion or their complete dissociation, and above all the 
attribution of political power, linked here to one title, there to another. 
In short, it was as if the Hadjerat shared the same conceptual lexicon 
but were using it to build different sentences, the common grammar of 
which it would be our task to discover. 

Some villages are clearly built according to a manifest opposition — 
as well as a complementarity — between clan(s) ‘of the earth’ and 
clan(s) of the chiefship, the former being in charge of the rituals 
required for the prosperity of a village, whose chief and officers are 
chosen from among the latter. (I am here expressing, in a simplified 
manner, what is in fact a more complex opposition; it actually involves 
different stresses in a power that is two-faced: a religious dignitary is 
also a clan or lineage leader, while the village chief is also in charge of 
the rites for his clan of origin.) This opposition is put forward as being 
between natives and immigrants, with religious competence charac- 
teristic of the former, and power belonging to the latter. Village 
organisation would thus be the outcome of an historical process — there is 
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no doubt that villages are composed of various elements, and that clans 
which inhabit them are of diverse origins — and, what is more, it could 
presuppose a former organisation, that of the village prior to immi- 
gration, where religious and political powers would have been but one. 
At first sight it seems that this interpretation could not be valid, either 
for those villages where all the clans claim to be autochthonous, or for 
those where, on the other hand, all clans acknowledge having come 
from outside. But one quickly becomes aware that in the first case some 
natives are, so to speak, more so than others, and in the second case the 
order of arrival makes it possible to oppose first-comers to late-comers, 
as natives to immigrants. Should one conclude that in all cases it is the 
process of settlement that has caused a division of society — and a funda- 
mental division —since it would determine the distribution of offices ina 
way that would itself vary according to the degree of heterogeneity of 
the people? Should one assume an initial homogeneity only broken up 
by history? The analysis of rituals and foundation myths suggests, on 
the contrary, that even before the arrival of immigrants in an allegedly 
homogeneous village, religious competence and political power were 
already distinct, and that the former was based on a greater familiarity 
with the powers of the earth and of the mountain, which determine the 
fate of humanity; in other words, it was based on an assertion of an 
accentuated autochthony. This distinction is therefore primary, it is the 
structural a priori of the system, and provides the model of the 
distinction which subsequently opposes the original inhabitants to the 
newcomers. The first distinction makes the second conceivable, and pro- 
vides the means of integrating immigrants, whose arrival has no other 
effect than a displacement and down-grading of power without change 
of structure. Thus the second distinction does not change the oppo- 
sition-complementarity which is always present, but which is, on each 
occasion, the result of the specific history of each group, differently 
expressed; it informs the variable, but always correlated, relations be- 
tween the various positions of authority. 

Thus the Hadjerai case illustrates the relationship between history 
and structure. (I could only present it briefly here. For a more complex 
presentation, see my book, Fétiches sans fétichisme, Paris, 1975.) Struc- 
ture digests events, and imposes its own direction on them for as long as 
it can —and this may last a long time (when it does it is precisely what 
one calls a ‘history’). Otherwise, under the impact of events, structure 
explodes and everything is rearranged, ‘changing the course of history’, 
or giving a specific history a new direction. This is probably what hap- 
pened to the Hadjerai with the troubles that Chad has undergone 
during the last ten years. 

And yet, some may object, if structure ‘cannot be perceived when a 
system is observed in isolation’, how can one make the structural analy- 
sis of a given society? This objection is based on a misunderstanding: 
social structure is easily talked about as if there were only one for each 
society, when in fact any society ‘covers a set of structures corre- 


sponding to various types of 
1958, ch. 15): kinship, soci 
studied according to the met 
interact, because they fit to 
together is neither automati 
one postulated a perfect he 
functionalism does: functio 
tion — one can think of fun 
using the word structure is 
consists in granting a privile 
as to bring back to it all t! 
homology. There is undot 
levels: morphisms but not h 
be — and often are — in cont 
according to which they cor 
(Lévi-Strauss, op. cit., ch. 
turalism is not tied to the st: 
is possible to formulate the 
necessarily be a model in eq 
To talk of a total model | 
ledge of the societies studie 
model considered is that c 
possible to move from one | 
specific character of a socie 
less be found in many other 
much to know what each s« 
ways in which societies diff 
It is precisely for that purp: 
ential gaps [which] are the 
that structuralism was dev: 
work out a system of differe 
juxtaposition or to their art 
To conclude, let us go b 
ture’. Never mind, in the e 
outside structuralism but < 
Lévi-Strauss included. It i: 
mology to call structure 
system that can be identifie 
offers is less the singling ou 
akind of reality that was ne 
turalist to acknowledge thi 
or a set of religious belief 
rather than limiting ones 
establish a taxonomy bas 
turalist contribution has k 
what rule governs its inter 
formations and may ena 


rious elements, and that clans 
— and, what is more, it could 
of the village prior to immi- 
ers would have been but one. 
tion could not be valid, either 
m to be autochthonous, or for 
ns acknowledge having come 
ware that in the first case some 
ers, and in the second case the 
se first-comers to late-comers, 
nclude that in all cases it is the 
vision of society — and a funda- 
e the distribution of offices ina 
the degree of heterogeneity of 
| homogeneity only broken up 
pundation myths suggests, on 
of immigrants in an allegedly 
nce and political power were 
based on a greater familiarity 
jountain, which determine the 
s based on an assertion of an 
“i is therefore primary, it is the 

provides the model of the 
the original inhabitants to the 
e second conceivable, and pro- 
ts, whose arrival has no other 
ding of power without change 
n does not change the oppo- 
present, but which is, on each 
ry of each group, differently 
ways correlated, relations be- 


- relationship between history 
iefly here. For a more complex 
fétichisme, Paris, 1975.) Struc- 
lirection on them for as long as 
hen it does it is precisely what 
he impact of events, structure 
hanging the course of history’, 
mn. This is probably what hap- 
es that Chad has undergone 


> ‘cannot be perceived when a 
one make the structural analy- 
»ased on a misunderstanding: 
if there were only one for each 
ers a set of structures corre- 


Pouillon: Structure and structuralism 281 


yn ce) a 
sponding to various types of order’ (Lévi-Strauss, Structural Anthropology, 
1958, ch. 15): kinship, social organisation . . . each of which is to be 
studied according to the method described. Obviously it is because they 
interact, because they fit together that a society exists. But this fitting 
together is neither automatic nor predetermined. It would be so only if 
one postulated a perfect homology between structures. This is what 
functionalism does: functionalism does not consist in talking of func- 
tion — one can think of function without being a functionalist, just as 
using the word structure is not enough to define structuralism; but it 
consists in granting a privilege to one of the several structural levels so 
as to bring back to it all the other levels, according to the assumed 
homology. There is undoubtedly a relationship between structural 
levels: morphisms but not homomorphisms. These levels ‘can very well 
be — and often are — in contradiction to each other, but the modalities 
according to which they contradict themselves all belong to one group’ 
(Lévi-Strauss, op. cit., ch. 16), which, incidentally, shows that struc- 
turalism is not tied to the static view of an harmonious social order. If it 
is possible to formulate the ‘total model of a given society’, it will not 
necessarily be a model in equilibrium. 

To talk of a total model in no way means that an exhaustive know- 
ledge of the societies studied by anthropologists can be achieved. The 
model considered is that of the transformations that would make it 
possible to move from one level to another and thereby to uncover the 
specific character of a society, whose various structures can neverthe- 
less be found in many other societies. Indeed ‘our ultimate aim is not so 
much to know what each society we study is in itself as to discover the 
ways in which societies differ from each other.’ (Lévi-Strauss, op. cit.) 
It is precisely for that purpose, in order to throw light on ‘those differ- 
ential gaps [which] are the proper subject-matter of ethnology’ (ibid.), 
that structuralism was developed. In short, the structuralist aim is to 
work out a system of differences that does not lead either to their simple 
juxtaposition or to their artificial effacement. 

To conclude, let us go back to the ordinary use of the word ‘struc- 
ture’. Never mind, in the end, if this use continues to survive, not only 
outside structuralism but also among those who claim to adhere to it, 
Lévi-Strauss included. It is indeed handy and in agreement with ety- 
mology to call structure any consistent arrangement, any built-up 
system that can be identified within a complex set. What structuralism 
offers is less the singling out of a new reality than a new point of view on 
a kind of reality that was never ignored. One does not have to be a struc- 
turalist to acknowledge that a kinship terminology, social institutions, 
or a set of religious beliefs have the character of a system. And yet, 
rather than limiting oneself to describing such systems in order to 
establish a taxonomy based on their external similarities, the struc- 
turalist contribution has been to ask what makes a system a system, 
what rule governs its internal relations, what defines its possible trans- 
formations and may enable it to be brought together with other 
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systems, even though perhaps no taxonomy would put them under the 
same heading. In other words, structuralists look for the structuring 
factor behind the structured set; and even behind that which fails to 
reach a precise and stable structure, but develops (to quote Lévi- 
Strauss) ina ‘nebulous’ fashion, as for example the world of myth. This 
is why, just as many talk of structure without being structuralists, one 
could almost — despite having little taste for paradox — be a structuralist 
and never use the word ‘structure’. 
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